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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 
To compete in the globalized economy, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) need 

to look beyond their domestic markets and internationalize. One way for the SMEs to 

achieve this is through international cooperation. This thesis reports research undertaken 

to examine one problem SMEs seeking international cooperation face: the international 

partner search. 

 

International partner search is an important area requiring attention because SMES have 

in anecdotal accounts reported failures in international cooperation arising from poor 

partner selection when they choose the wrong partners. Others cite the difficulty in 

searching for partners who will perform their obligations under an international 

cooperative arrangement as one of the key challenges they face in international 

cooperation. 

 

While there has been research on international cooperation involving large firms from 

developed countries, the lessons are not directly applicable to SMEs who are constrained 

by their size (smallness), lack of resources and geographical reach in their operations. 

Further, there has been little research on international cooperation involving enterprises 

from developing countries as opposed to those about multinational enterprises from 

developed countries. In this thesis, we study international partner search in the context of 
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firms from a developing country, Singapore, into other developing countries. More 

significantly, there has been little research on international partner search.   

 

Thus, there is an existing need to better understand how SMEs can conduct their 

international partner search so that they may be able to develop a shortlist of prospects 

that will carry out an international cooperative arrangement. It is the problem with the 

search process that this thesis addresses.  Using the design science approach, this thesis 

develops a generic template (called the solution concept) that can be used to address the 

problem. The solution concept is the result of the research and design undertaken under 

this thesis, which addresses the Singapore SMEs’ international partner search problem.  

 

The research employs quantitative and qualitative research methods to better understand 

the search process and to gather inputs for the design process. The researcher examines 

the problem of SME international partner search in context through four empirical studies 

before designing an intervention (the solution concept) for the use by SMEs in their 

international partner search. The studies involve SMEs from Singapore with 

internationalization or international partnership experience primarily in Asia. The 

solution concept is presented as guidance notes for SMEs seeking international partners. 

When the SMEs adopt and implement the steps indicated in the guidance notes they will 

be able to conduct their international partner search in an effective manner and narrow 

the field of contacts to a shortlist of prospective partners (the desired outcome) with 

whom further exploration on the international cooperative arrangement can proceed.  

This outcome is possible because the guidance notes incorporates mechanisms in the 
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form of strategies, tactics and activities that the SMEs can engage in at appropriate 

phases in the search. With the development of the solution concept, the thesis contributes 

to the body of knowledge on SME international partner search explaining the activities 

needed in the search process and providing a tool that the SMEs can use. 

 

This chapter sets out the research problem, the thesis objectives and the research strategy 

being adopted elaborating on the summary above.  

 

1.1 International Partner Search 

Cooperative strategies have become a standard part of a firm’s strategy toolkit over the 

past three decades. In 1997, Beamish and Killing made the observation in their book that 

there had been a high rate of growth in the use of cooperative strategies in the then 

preceding two decades. With the advent of globalization, the need for cooperation 

extends from cooperation in domestic markets overseas into international markets. The 

challenges of international cooperation are compounded by the additional challenges of 

differences in politico-economic conditions, cultures, business practices and customs. 

 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have had to internationalize in line with 

global trends and learn how to establish overseas operations. However, they must rely on 

cooperation more than the larger companies – to overcome their "liability of newness," 

"liability of smallness" (Stinchcombe, 1965; Freeman, Carroll & Hannan, 1983) and 

resource constraints (Jarillo, 1989; Zacharakis, 1997). Cooperation with other firms 
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permits them to share resources and risks, and to leverage on synergies - networks, 

capabilities and knowledge of partners - in domestic and international markets.  

 

The cooperation takes the form of international arrangements ranging from long term 

supply relationships to international joint ventures. Cooperation between firms is, 

however, challenging for a host of reasons that has been the subject of considerable 

research.  There are the challenges of governance, trust and moral hazard among a litany 

of other issues. One key challenge is one that occurs at the outset: how to find a suitable 

partner.  

 

All cooperation begins with the search for suitable partners. The SME seeking 

international cooperation (hereafter called the focal firm) must establish search criteria 

for the partner it is looking for in the desired international market. The outcome of the 

search process would be the shortlist of prospective partners. The partner search is 

extremely important. The focal firm could also end up engaging in conversations with the 

wrong parties and entering into disastrous cooperative arrangements. Ineffective searches 

consume the focal firms’ limited time and resources. They are also costly when the 

search processes fail to produce good candidates. Ineffective search could lead to 

cooperation failure as the chosen partner does not act in accordance with the arrangement 

and fails to deliver the benefits that cooperation should provide.  

 

While there has been research conducted on partner selection for cooperative 

arrangements such as joint ventures and alliances (see for example, Geringer, 1991 & 
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Overby, 2005), there has been little research examining the search process. In particular, 

little research has been undertaken on SMEs. Further, there is even less research on the 

international cooperation of SMEs in the developing and transitional economies of Asia 

which form the research setting of this thesis. 

 

1.2 Thesis Objectives 

1.2.1 The research problem  

The research domain is SME international cooperation: international cooperative 

arrangements entered into between SMEs from different countries. Interest in 

international cooperation in SMEs is fairly recent and the literature on SME international 

cooperation is thin while the phenomenon is growing. The research problem is the 

difficulties that SMEs have in their search for international partners as opposed to their 

selection.  

  

1.2.2 The gap in the literature  

As noted earlier, there has been little research on the search. Most research on 

international cooperation has examined the problem in the context of large multinational 

enterprises and the findings are not relevant for the particular problems encountered by 

SMEs. Prior research has also focused on partner selection. This thesis distinguishes itself 

from prior research by examining the search phase in the international cooperation 

process. It argues that the international partner search precedes partner selection. The 

search phase envisages the SMEs seeking and searching for prospects (SMEs from other 

countries) for international cooperation. This international partner search ends when the 
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SMEs have developed shortlists of prospects. The SMEs in the subsequent selection 

phase would choose to enter discussion with firms they choose from their shortlists.  

 

The search process is important to SMEs because unlike the larger multinational 

enterprises, they are less able to engage consultants or have dedicated managers to 

conduct the international partner search. They are unable to outsource these tasks. SMEs 

do not have the capabilities to conduct due diligence as, in many cases, they are 

beginners in international cooperation.  There is an existing need to better understand 

how SMEs can conduct their international partner search so that they may be able to 

develop a shortlist of prospects that will carry out any international cooperative 

arrangement that is entered into after negotiations. 

 

Recent research in the internationalization of SMEs has been examining the use of 

cooperation on the part of these focal firms (see chapter 2). Recent work has conceived 

inter-cooperation as partnering (e.g. Baden-Fuller, 2009; Varis, Virolainen, Veli-Matti, 

and Puumalainen, 2004) and partner selection as a process (e.g. Holmberg & Cummings, 

2009). This thesis adopts the same approach seeing international cooperation between the 

SMEs as a partnering process that begins with the search process.    

 

1.2.3 Research goal  

The thesis research employs the design approach to management research drawn from the 

design sciences (described in later in Chapter 8) to address this gap. The thesis research is 

undertaken to provide a solution concept to this problem that will enable the focal firms 
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to better conduct the search so as to minimize cost and effort while generating the 

prospective partners necessary for the next phase – selection.  In using the solution 

concept SMEs will improve their partner search process and be more efficient, hence 

reducing the search costs, being able to arrive at a shortlist of prospective partners with 

whom they can explore further in the selection phase.  

 

The output is called the solution concept in the sense that the design is a generic template 

that different focal firms in various industries and seeking partners in different countries 

could apply, making adjustments for their particular circumstances. Designed with the 

Singapore focal firms in mind, it is not designed in the setting of a particular industry.  

 

1.2.4 Preliminary Points  

The objective of this thesis research is thus to design a solution concept for international 

partner search. A number of preliminary points need to be addressed in order to set the 

parameters for this solution concept. The research context is international cooperation 

with a focus on SMEs. The choice of SMEs as research subjects stems from the 

researcher’s interest in international cooperation as important for international 

entrepreneurship. SMEs are constrained by their lack of resources and cannot, unlike the 

large firms, pick and choose whom they wish to cooperate with. Indeed, studying how 

SMEs conduct their search can offer insights on the search process for all business 

organizations with resource constraints.  This thesis provides insights in the partner 

search process for SMEs, which they can use to design and manage their search 

processes. 
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Search not selection The thesis research draws a distinction between the international 

partner search and the selection of the partner from the list of prospects.  To reiterate the 

point made earlier, focal firms face the greatest challenge in the area of partner search. 

Confining this research to SMEs provides an opportunity to examine a number of key 

dimensions of international business. SMEs would be relatively unknown to prospective 

partners in the international markets compared to large established multinationals with 

well-established reputations. While some focal firms may cooperate with large firms, the 

majority are more likely to seek cooperation with other SMEs as opportunities to work 

with large firms are limited. This thesis concerns itself with international partner search 

where the partners being sought are also SMEs. The search for established and larger 

partners is less onerous for the focal firms since these enterprises would be more visible 

and the target partners would have stronger bargaining power. 

 

Focal firms face particular difficulties when they search for international partners among 

firms equal or smaller than them in size. They are “strangers” to the host countries 

(liability of newness). They would be the new entrants to the markets and regarded as the 

unfamiliar ones by the incumbents. In this context, the search process is extremely 

important because the focal firm is new to the business environment of the overseas 

market.  The actual partner that is sought is thus not obvious and the focal firms’ best 

search behaviour cannot be fully ascertained. 

 

Wide definition of Partner This thesis defines cooperation widely, not limiting 

cooperation to selected categories such as joint ventures or strategic alliances. For the 
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focal firms, any international cooperative arrangement would have the same bearing on 

them whether it is a simple supply transaction or a joint venture. The risk involved and 

their resource scarcity emphasize to them the need for caution. Their firm size suggests 

equal attention to such arrangements regardless the scale. The term “partner” has also 

been loosely applied and not in a strict legal sense. The word “partner” is used in this 

thesis to apply to the SME in the foreign country with whom the focal firm has a 

cooperative arrangement.   

 

The adoption of the wider definition is in line with the literature on international 

cooperation where researchers have framed prior research under “partnering” (Baden-

Fuller, 2009; Holmberg & Cummings, 2009). The legal definition of partnership is 

narrow and involves an examination of the basis of the arrangement, whether contractual 

or equity as well as the governance mechanisms. The focus on a wider definition directs 

attention upon the partnering process within which the search process is integral. The 

focus is consistent with the research into the relationship building and the inter-firm 

dynamics that affect the success of cooperation (see e.g. Rothkegel, Erakovic & 

Shepherd, 2006; Alvarez & Barney, 2001).  The types of relationships and the forms of 

governance associated with success or failure of interfirm cooperation has been the 

subject of prior research (e.g. Faems, Janssens, Madhok, & Van Looy, 2008). While 

distinguishing between the types of relationships and the governance is helpful, the 

change in perspective from the economic nature of the relationships and their governance 

to the relation dynamics and steps that are needed is especially relevant in the context of 

SMEs as the focal firms. SMEs are entrepreneurial in nature. Their behaviour is 



10 
 

characterised by opportunism. The focal firms will be seeking all possible forms of 

relationships. As the thesis is limiting itself to cooperation with other SMEs, the search 

becomes all the more important. With limited resources, it is anticipated that their search 

would be wide and all-encompassing as opposed to search by larger firms which are 

focused with a clear form of relationship in mind. 

 

Partner search and nature of relationships International cooperation can take many 

diverse forms of relationships such as joint ventures, marketing agreements, research and 

development arrangements, and project-oriented alliances. However, the nature of the 

relationship only becomes significant after the search and the selection phases; that is, 

further along in the process, and this is the second reason for placing attention on 

partnerships in general and not distinguishing between the types of relationships. It is 

only after prospective partners have been identified and selected that the parties enter 

negotiations on the governance structures and the form that the cooperative arrangement 

takes. The types of relationships and governance structures, that is, whether they are 

contractual or equity based, are fashioned after the search and selection are completed.    

 

While the search process in partnering is the focus of this thesis, the nature of the 

relationships that the respondents will be noted to see if differences in the types of 

relationships may require differences in search processes. As this thesis examines the 

research question in the context of focal firms originating from Singapore seeking 

international cooperation primarily in the regional countries, international cooperation is 

likely to take the form of buyer-supplier relationships. The focal firms are likely to be 
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involved in trade and, more likely than not, will be seeking suppliers of their products 

and services and/or distributors or agents. Singapore began as a centre of entrepôt trade in 

the days of its colonial development under the British so trade is the key sector that SMEs 

are engaged in.  

 

1.3 Research Approach: Design Science Approach 

This thesis employs the design science approach to management research. The design 

science approach has seen a growth in interest among academic circles beginning in the 

early 2000s. It returns us to the initial promise of science to not only discover but provide 

solutions and application. In the philosophy of science, the scientific method as a system 

had two aims: to explain and to suggest solutions that would be applicable to real life so 

that the current state of affairs would be changed (for the better).  

 

The design approach focuses on the second aim to suggest solution. This approach is thus 

prescriptive. It adopts the same approach as what has been previously called “applied 

research” and “prescriptive science.” While the terms “applied research” and 

“prescriptive science” have been ignored in the scientific literature, the recent discussion 

on research methodology has re-opened the discussion on the relevance and contribution 

that the prescriptive and problem-solving lens could offer to management research (see 

e.g. Van Aken 2004, 2005; Denyer, Tranfield & Van Aken, 2008; and Purao, Baldwin, 

Hevner, Storey, Pries-Heje, Smith and Ying, 2008). By previously de-emphazing this 

approach in the scientific literature, the potential was forsaken for combining multi-

methods in research.  
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This thesis employs this approach for the benefits this perspective has to offer in 

examining the problem that Singapore SMEs face and specifically as the design approach 

leads to the development of design propositions that SMEs can use.  The overall attempt 

is thus to present the knowledge gained in a prescriptive approach whereby practical 

prescriptions can be offered. The research therefore goes beyond stating the implications 

of the research and contributes to a better understanding about what practical steps 

strategic actors (the SMEs) can take to advance their enterprise. It involves validating the 

suggested solution to assess that the solution concept is feasible. The product of the 

research will be guidance notes for SMEs who have yet to embark on international 

cooperation.  

 

The research employs methods that are used in quantitative and qualitative research with 

the aim of constructing a solution employing the design science approach. In contrast to 

the more usual management research, the objective of this approach is not to explain or 

explore phenomena. Instead, it is to provide a solution. In the process, rather than 

ignoring theory or research findings, it incorporates theory into the solution concept. 

 

There are four aspects to the design approach under the mnemonic CIMO developed by 

Denyer, Tranfield and Van Aken (2008).  The research problem is a problem in context 

(C). In this thesis, the problem in context is for focal firms to conduct a successful 

international partner search. The solution concept involves interventions (I). The 

intervention in this thesis is the provision of the guidance notes, which can be adopted 
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and applied by focal firms. Activities are the mechanisms by which the interventions take 

effect (M). Finally, the solution concept when applied should give rise to a satisfactory 

outcome (O). Hence, the outcome mentioned earlier that the research would lead to a 

more effective international partner search. By effective international partner search, this 

thesis refers to a faster, more successful search that facilitates the selection and 

development of successful cooperation. 

  

1.4 Motivation for Research 

This research has also been motivated by Singapore SMEs venturing overseas. SMEs in 

Singapore have been encouraged to venture into the region by the government since 

1994. It could be said that the Singapore government is farsighted in recognizing the need 

for domestic firms, the SMEs, to internationalize and various government agencies 

provide assistance and infrastructure for this purpose. Following this public call, a large 

number of the local SMEs extended their businesses into the Asiatic region.   

 

In the period from 1965, attracting MNCs (multinational corporations), and thus foreign 

direct investment to Singapore, was critical to the government's export-led growth 

strategy. However, after the recession in 1985, the emphasis shifted to building an 

external wing for the Singapore economy. By 1990 the Singapore corporatist state had 

taken definitive steps toward forging strong economic linkages with the neighbouring 

countries. Singapore foreign direct investments in 2007 were to the tune of €144,150 

billion of which almost 45.81% were invested in Asia (Department of Statistics, 2007). 

Apart from direct investments, Singapore has also partnered with the industrial 
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development authorities in the region to promote industrialization. It set up a growth 

triangle with Malaysia and Indonesia and forged a number of joint ventures with local 

authorities in China, India, Vietnam and Myanmar in the development of industrial 

estates.  Singapore has attempted to extend this model of strategic cooperation beyond its 

borders into the region. 

 
Table 1-1: Key Annual Indicators in 2009 
 

Indicator   
Total Population1 ('000) 4,987.6  
   Annual Growth (%) 3.1  
GDP At Current Market Prices ($m) S$257,640.4 €139,045 

Per Capital GDP (S$) S$51,656 €27,878 
Annual Growth (%) -2.0  

Total Trade (S$m) S$747,417.3 €403,371 
Exports (S$m) S$391,118.1 €211,081 
Domestic Exports (S$m) S$200,003.1 €107,939 
Singapore Investments Abroad as at end 2007 (S$m) S$259,656 €140,133 
Investments abroad in China, Malaysia, Hong Kong & 
Indonesia (S$m) 

S$91,064 €49,146 

*1 Singapore Dollar equal to Euro 0.53969 on 20 April 2010 
 

The state has put in place machinery and policy initiatives to foster international 

enterprise and the lead economic agency in this area is International Enterprise 

Singapore. 

 

While the local SMEs have begun to venture abroad, there is anecdotal evidence 

indicating that Singapore firms experience failures and disappointments in their 

international cooperative arrangements in the East Asian region. Yet, the current 

literature suggests that Singapore SMEs should have little difficulty accessing 

international markets and entering East Asia markets because of their cultural similarity 
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with the other countries in the region since Singapore's population and foreign migrant 

workers have a racial composition that reflects the broader East Asian ethnicity.  

 

Further, their Chinese cultural roots would imply a greater ease to obtain trust and 

satisfaction from overseas “partners” as 95% of the Singapore SME-owners are Chinese 

and the Chinese are the predominant business-owners in East Asia (See Redding, 1992; 

Kao, 1993; Weidenbaum and Hughes, 1996).  The Singapore SMEs, on the other hand, 

report less than happy outcomes in their international cooperative arrangements. These 

reports warrant an examination of the how they search for their partners. The poor choice 

of partners leads to cooperation failure. The choice begins with the search.  

 

This thesis is thus motivated with the accompanying objective of offering some solutions 

to the Singapore SMEs in their search.  

 

1.5 Organization of the Thesis 

In employing the design approach, the thesis employs both quantitative and qualitative 

methods in obtaining inputs for the design propositions.  

 

A total of four studies and three validation studies were conducted. In order to propose 

steps that the Singapore SMEs should take to reduce their difficulties in the international 

partner search process, there is a need to evaluate any steps suggested in the prior 

literature as guidance this thesis seeks to offer.  To this end, the relevant literature is 

reviewed in Chapter 2.  
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Prior literature suggested that all the SMEs need to do in Asia is to search within and tie 

up with firms in their business networks; and that since most of Asian SMEs come from 

either the Chinese or Indian diasporas, establishing working international cooperative 

arrangements is merely a matter of picking partners of the same ethnicity. The literature 

suggested that the search process begin with the SMEs’ business networks and their 

ethnic groups. Hence, two surveys were conducted to explore these two avenues. 

 

In addition to the surveys, qualitative studies were conducted. In the first qualitative 

study involving the interview of thirty-three SMEs, the aim was first, to ascertain the 

factors considered important in the partner search. Interviews were conducted with thirty-

three SME owners and coded (the Search Factors Study). These “search” factors 

suggested the importance of information gathering and information processing during the 

international partner search. The findings of this study are reported in Chapter 6.    

 

The second qualitative study (Study 4, the Search Process Study) builds on the first in 

eliciting from the research subjects details of the search process they would recommend 

to other SMEs. The approach requires a reductionist approach to filter through the 

material to identify key components that make up a theoretical framework that explains 

when the search ends and negotiation begins. Hence, employing methodology suggested 

by Van Aken, J. E., Berends, H. and van der Bij, H. (2007) in the design approach to 

management research, the author interviewed five SME owners to develop propositions 

of the steps taken in their search (study 4).  These findings are reported in Chapter 7.   

 



17 
 

With the inputs from Studies 1 to 4, the research then develops the solution comprising 

design propositions in the form of guidance notes that Singapore SMEs should employ in 

the search for international partners. The design process engaged in by this researcher is 

described in Chapter 8. The solution concept and the design propositions are validated 

with SMEs in general at a public seminar attended by twenty-seven focal firms, a panel 

of nascent focal firms (SMEs yet to embark on international cooperation) and with a final 

panel of  experienced focal firms. Chapter 9 reports the findings of the three validations. 

  

In the concluding chapter (Chapter 10), the revised solution concept is unveiled and we 

draw attention to the limitations of the studies, suggestions for future research and 

reviews theoretical concepts the design approach has revealed.  Through the development 

of the design, the research suggests that focal firms need to develop collaborative 

competence. Collaborative competence comprises partner search capability, information 

gathering and processing skills and social capital. Drawing from the comments of the 

experts (the focal firms in the various studies), the research suggests that SMEs seeking 

international partners need to develop the capability to search for partners which includes 

committing budgets for activities that enable the search, developing search agenda and 

strategies, and develop collaborative competence such as at trade exhibitions. Possessing 

this competence, the SMEs, for example, will not simply be at a booth in the exhibition 

extolling their products or services but would engage in search activities, gather 

appropriate information and processing verbal and non-verbal cues.  Adopting the 

guidance notes developed from this thesis will enable SMEs to develop this competence. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 
2.1 International Cooperation 

This chapter reviews the academic literature relevant to the research objectives. The 

review is selective, confined to the research question, the context of the research 

(Singapore focal firms and foreign SMEs in Asia), and the research approach (the design 

approach to management research).  The research conducted for this thesis concerns itself 

with the cooperation between SMEs and in particular in the search by focal firms 

(Singapore SMEs) for suitable partners.   

 

The review first sets the context for the research problem: the importance of international 

collaboration for SMEs seeking to internationalize, the crucial role played by 

international partner search, and the paucity of research in this area. Following this, the 

review considers literature that suggests inputs for the design process.  In the design 

approach, the objective is first to develop a solution concept, which is then shown to 

produce its intended results. In developing the solution concept, there is a need to draw 

design propositions from the existing research literature and to explore theoretical aspects 

that the literature suggests may be pertinent as being part of the solution.    

 

Hence, this literature review is limited to two areas: first, to identify elements that should 

be included in the solution concept and second to highlight from the literature unique 
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features about doing business in Asia that would have a bearing upon the research 

conducted in this thesis. On the second aspect, the review examines the role of networks 

and ethnicity in business in Asia as the literature suggests that these two aspects should 

feature in any search process. 

 

Cooperation as a competitive strategy has been the subject of considerable interest of 

academic researchers for some time - initially with the focus on cooperation in a domestic 

market. However, in the last two decades, as business internationalized and then 

globalization became more a reality, interest has grown in international cooperation with 

it becoming an area of research interest in the new field of international entrepreneurship.   

 

2.1.1 International Cooperation  

In response to global competition, firms are relying increasingly on cooperative strategies 

to enhance their competitive capabilities (e.g. Kirkels & Duysters, 2010; Spence, 

Manning & Crick, 2008, McDougall & Oviatt, 1996;  Hamel, Doz and Prahalad 1989). A 

variety of reasons have been forwarded to explain the growth of cooperative 

arrangements. A resource dependency view calls attention to the asymmetrical 

capabilities of firms and the possibility to enter into a partnership in order to access or 

acquire resources that they do not possess. This could include technology, management 

expertise and other strategic and operational capabilities (Lei and Slocum 1992:81-97; 

Hamel 1991:83-103; Hamel, Doz and Prahalad 1989:133-139; Parkhe 1991:579-602; 

Pfeffer and Salancik 1978; Thompson 1967).  
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Strategic alliances are also formed to strengthen a firm’s market position by remaining 

competitive or eliminating competition (Ouchi and Bolton 1988; Porter and Fuller 1986). 

Collaboration provides an efficient mechanism for firm growth, especially providing 

greater efficiency through the benefit of economies of scale. International joint ventures 

allow firms to reduce organizational complexities and avoid the uncertainties and 

difficulties associated with mergers (Mariti and Smiley 1983). In intensely competitive 

environments where productive-technical competencies become globally dispersed, 

cooperative strategies become necessary for advancing innovative capabilities (Teece 

1992:1-25).   

 

Since alliances are in-between the hierarchy and the market, transaction cost theory posits 

that it can also provide cost effective solutions to a firm venturing into new territory 

(Kogut 1988:319-332; Killing 1983). Firms establish foreign facilities in conjunction 

with a partner rather than license or trade in order to obtain "transactional advantages" 

(Williamson 1985; Caves 1982). Beamish and Banks (1987:1-16) suggest that 

international joint ventures may sometime be an ideal mode of operations in the context 

of transnational activities. The effectiveness of these strategies has been examined in 

recent time by a number of researchers (see for example, Lu & Beamish, 2006).  

 

While much of initial interest on globalization lay with the larger corporations 

(McDougall and Oviatt, 1996), there was a growing realization among entrepreneurship 

researchers that SMEs are also engaged in international cooperation (Das & He, 2006; 

Rialp, Rialp, Urbano & Vaillant, 2005; Groen, During & Weaver, 2002). Over time the 
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entrepreneurship literature included venturing overseas as an important act of 

entrepreneurship (Burgelman, 1983; Lumpkin and Dess, 1996; Barringer and Greening, 

1998). This interest led to special issues of Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice (1996) 

and the Academy of Management Journal, (2000 Issue 5); and studies on the antecedents 

of and the process of internationalization of SMEs (e.g. Wolff and Pett, 2000; Preece, 

Miles, and Baetz, 1999). It also spawned a new field of research – international 

entrepreneurship. 

 

2.1.2 International Entrepreneurship  

The field of international entrepreneurship has developed from its early beginnings 

(Hisrich et al., 1996; Brazeal and Herbert, 1999), with two distinct streams (McDougall 

and Oviatt, 2000): 1) start-ups that are international from inception (e.g., Autio, Sapienza, 

and Almeida, 2000; Zahra et al., 2000) and 2) the internationalization of established, yet 

small firms. Two new journals have been launched: Journal of International 

Entrepreneurship in 2003 and the International Entrepreneurship and Management 

Journal in 2005.  

 

While there is no generally agreed definition for international entrepreneurship, a number 

exist. McDougall & Oviatt (2005) defined it as “the discover, enactment, evaluation and 

exploitation of opportunities across national borders to create future goods and services.”  

There has been an increase in the study internationalization through cooperative 

strategies by SMEs (see for example Spence, Manning & Crick, 2008) but the focus of 

research on cooperation has been on large corporations (Das & He, 2006).  
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Early research on the internationalization of SMEs tended to focus on various aspects of 

SME export activities in terms of the antecedents and the process (behaviors and 

strategies) of exporting, and export performance (see Shoham, 1998; Miesenbock, 1988; 

Dichtl et al., 1984 for reviews) with some research extending beyond exporting to include 

the processes and patterns of internationalization (for a review, see Coviello and 

McAuley, 1999) and firm size (Wagner, 1995 and 2001).  The phenomenon of “born 

global” firms has been the subject of considerable interest after McDougall & 

Oviatt(1996) identified this phenomenon (see e.g. Rialp et al, 2005 and Thai & Chong, 

2008).   Others have examined the motivations for international entrepreneurship (see e.g. 

Crick, 2007; Faems et al, 2008; Park and Zhou, 2005; Beckman et al, 2004; Varis, 

Virolainen, & Puumalainen, 2004; Varis & Conn, 2002; Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven, 

1996; Mohr and Spekman, 1994).  

 

While passive exporting may be the way most SMEs including those in Asia seek to 

internationalize (Hobday, 2001), it has been realised that the most effective marketing 

strategy for internationalizing SMEs would entail cooperation which could take the form 

of  alliances (Das & He, 2006; Chen & Huang, 2004; BarNir & Smith, 2002). 

 

Cooperation and SMEs Gomes-Casseres (1997) was an early advocate of the benefits of 

alliances to SMEs. Since then research in this area has been growing which has been 

reviewed by Das & He (2006). Lu & Beamish (2006) explored the effects of 

internationalization as an entrepreneurial strategy employed by SMEs on firm 

performance.  However, SMEs face significant barriers opposing their efforts towards 
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internationalization, for instance, by way of finance and human resources (Chen & 

Huang, 2004). When working with large firms as partners, they face differences in 

bargaining power, capabilities and purposes; these relationships are fraught with 

complexities in the interfirm dynamics (Rothkegel, Erakovic & Shepherd, 2006; Alvarez 

& Barney, 2001). 

 

The partner selection criteria employed by the SMEs is a key collaborative success factor 

for SMEs (Spence et al 2008; Das & He, 2006). The alliance partner is of critical 

importance to successful cooperation (Dacin, 1997) and there is a search for a partner 

selection process model to assess partner fit (Holmberg and Cummings, 2009). The 

search process precedes the selection process and it is this phase that the thesis concerns 

itself with.  

 

2.2 Why is the Search for partners so Important? 

Studies have found that the performance of an international joint venture (IJV) is 

dependent on the choice of the right partner (Geringer, 1988; Harrigan, 1985; Killing, 

1983; Tomlinson, 1970). A partner with complementary competencies can enhance the 

performance of IJV (Franko, 1971).  Firms when selecting a partner will consider task-

related criteria such as technical knowhow, financial resources, experienced management 

personnel and access to marketing and partner-related criteria such as past history of 

dealings, trust between the management teams, etc. (Geringer, 1988 & 1991).  Emerging 

market firms emphasize financial assets, technical capabilities, intangible assets and 

wiliness to share expertise as selection criteria while developed market firms tended to 



 25 

emphasize specific competencies, local market knowledge and access (Hitt, Dacin, 

Levitas, Arregle and Borta, 2000). The stage of firm growth will also influence the 

selection criteria (Overby, 2005).  The selection criteria are used to search, select 

appropriate partners and also to dismiss the inappropriate from prospective partners when 

they are identified through the search. 

 

Yet integral to the selection is the search process. The studies supporting the third reason 

for cooperation failure point to the importance of conducting an effective international 

partner search. In the same manner that the stage of growth might affect the selection 

criteria, the search process will affect the ultimate selection. The selection begins with the 

search for prospects that are measured up against the criteria. The criteria may in turn 

change over time during the search process if the search process is tedious or prove to be 

difficult.    

 

Prior research indicates the need for research into ways for SMEs to conduct effective 

international partner searches.  The formation of new inter-organizational relationships is 

the outcome of a search process (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994) and, all the more so, in 

international cooperative arrangements. There is research on how domestic inter-

organization relations develop and grow (see for example Baum et al, 2000; Hite & 

Hesterley, 2001; Larson, 1992). Research on exchange relationships between 

entrepreneurs and partners reveal that they do employ networking (Kirkels & Duysters, 

2010; Groen, 2005; Hong & Antoncic, 2003; Hite & Hesterley, 2001, Larson, 1992), they 

seek the target partner directly (Nohria, 1992) and they use network bricolage (Baker, 
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Miner & Eesley, 2003) – referrals. Recent interest in this area includes work by Vissa 

(2008) on the entrepreneurs networking action in seeking partners. In contrast to 

domestic situations where SMEs may have established networks, the question remains 

how and what do they do in their search for partners overseas. 

 

Hence, this research addresses a gap in the literature. An attempt is made to depict this 

gap in Figure 2-1 below. The thesis research is confined to that gap, the international 

search.  

 

 

 

Prior research examines the reasons for international cooperation (depicted as the 

decision to enter international cooperation in Figure 2-1), selection criteria and the 

negotiation process. This thesis extends backwards in time before the potential partner is 

shortlisted for consideration and before the phase when relationships are deepened and 

the trust building Boersma (1999) speaks of develops. This thesis is interested in how the 

search process begins and what it involves, and what concrete advice can be provided to 

SMEs seeking international cooperation.  

 

The same theories that suggest the importance of international cooperation as a strategy 

for focal firms, namely transaction cost economics and resource-based theory, lead 

International 
Cooperation 
decision made 

Search 
Process  
begins 

Partner is 
selected 

Cooperation 
is negotiated 
& structured 

 Cooperation 
Implemented 

The gap 

Figure 2-1: Cooperation Process 
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support to the importance of international partner search but in different ways.  The focal 

firms in seeking international partners are proceeding on a strategy of engaging in market 

transactions with other SMEs in international settings.  Search costs are one of the 

transaction costs that focal firms have to weigh. In transaction cost economics, the search 

costs can be internal and external (Smith, Venkatraman & Dholakia, 1999). While the 

transaction cost literature refers to search costs related to the search for alternative 

products, the search cost involved in seeking suitable partners are similar. Search costs 

include external costs such information costs, opportunity cost in the time taken up by the 

search and travel costs; and internal costs envisage mental cost in evaluating, sorting and 

integrating the information that is received.  The resource-based view, on the other hand, 

suggests that the focal firm seek out the international partner so as to leverage on the 

partner’s resources. The intent is on the part of the focal firm is to secure a strategic 

competitive advantage through the cooperation. The resource-based theory does not 

specify management implications, and hence search activities are not mentioned. The 

resource-based view has been criticised for this absence of management prescription 

(Kraaijenbrink, Spender & Groen, 2010). However, the contribution of the theory, 

through the concepts of “resource” and “value”, provide lenses that spur firm behaviour. 

As focal firms seek competitive advantage in a global market place, search processes and 

activities are necessary and implied by the theory. 

 

The search for suitable partners is extremely important for the focal firms because by 

virtue of their size, they are limited in the resources in hand. Hi-tech firms, for instance, 

need to extend their international markets in relative short time windows while hampered 
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by resources constraints that their larger competitors do not face (George, Shaker & 

Wiklund, 2005, De Chiara and Minguzzi, 2002). Yet internationalization requires 

substantial resources: to be successful, firms must have the appropriate resources for 

international expansion (Hitt, Bierman, Uhlenbruck & Shimizu, 2006). It is through the 

management of these resources that firms have a competitive advantage in international 

markets (Sirmon, Hitt & Ireland, 2007).  Hence refining the search process would reduce 

the incidence of wasted efforts. Apart from addressing the economic perspective of firm 

endowment in the focal firms’ overseas ventures, the focal firms may through their search 

improve the odds of cooperation success.  Research has shown that cooperation is fraught 

with failure, conflicts and lack of commitment. Despite the tremendous growth of 

strategic alliances, the rate of success of such partnerships is rather low (Harrigan 1988; 

Kanter 1989; Levine and Byrne 1986; Parkhe 1993; Shaw & Meier 1994; Lorange and 

Roos 1991). Research on IJVs has also produced mixed findings regarding their 

performance outcomes (Osland & Cavusgil, 1996).  

 

Improving the search for international partners will help SMEs avoid cooperation failure. 

Three major reasons have been forwarded for the failure of inter-firm cooperation. First, 

when the strategic intent for the cooperation differs, firms engage in opportunistic rather 

than cooperative behavior. Second, when the parties seek to learn from the cooperation, 

the firm, lagging behind in knowledge, will gain disproportionately more from the 

alliance. The asymmetrical pattern of pay-off can lead to prisoner’s dilemma game, 

wherein there is an incentive to shirk or cheat, i.e., pursue individual interests at the 

expense of the others (Williamson 1985; Buckley and Casson 1988; Parkhe 1993). Third, 
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prior studies have cited differences in the cultures of joint venture partners as a reason for 

the failure of the venture. Culture may affect the incidence of conflicts and the extent of 

control desired by the partners. Cultural differences make for a hotbed of potential 

misunderstanding as there are many reasons for miscommunications and negative 

attributions about observed behaviors (Brislin, 2001). It has been found that the culture of 

a foreign partners' home country influences the control that they seek in a joint venture 

(Tse, Pan & Au 1997; Kogut & Singh 1988). Tse et al (1997) found in their study that 

partners from a high power distance culture preferred equity joint ventures as an entry 

mode. Conflict creates social and economic costs for a joint venture relationship, hence 

reducing the level of partner commitment (Cullen, Johnson & Sakano, 1995). Improving 

the search process will help reduce the operation of these failure factors.   

 

International cooperation is essentially a partnering process that begins with search and 

then selection. Considerable research on inter-firm cooperation has been on partner 

selection criteria (Shah & Swaminathan, 2008), with recent work examining partner 

selection as a process (see e.g. Holmberg and Cummings, 2009). This thesis examines the 

international partner search process in the specific context of SMEs in Asia. Special 

aspects of the Asian context are discussed in the next section. 

 

2.3 Unique Features of Asian Business: Networks and 
Ethnicity 
 
Strategic alliance research has examined joint ventures as an entry mode into China by 

South Korean firms (Guillén, 2003), alliance-based sourcing (Murray, Kotabe, & Zhou, 
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2005), and R & D intensity (Zhang, Li, Hitt & Cui, 2007). Nor has attention only focused 

on major economies, there has also been interest in such countries as Vietnam (see for 

example, Barden, Steemsa & Lyles, 2005). In the literature, two streams of research 

suggest that the focal firms will employ two approaches or steps in their search process 

when entering Asia markets. First, they will rely on networks, searching within their 

social and cultural networks. Second, they will search for partners among those holding 

similar ethnic cultures. 

 

In Asia, an accepted wisdom has developed that there are Chinese informal business 

networks (Redding, 1995:61-69; Kao, 1993:24-34) and in order to operate in Asia one 

has to be plugged into these networks (Vanhonacker, 1997:130-140).  The Chinese, as 

with most other Asian cultures, place great importance on a person's place in a social 

hierarchy.  The family business enterprise is the central business organization in Chinese 

societies (Weidenbaum and Hughes, 1996; Redding, 1990; Fukuyama, 1995).  In such 

situations reputation capital becomes important.  Face is an individual’s public image and 

is hence contextually an important concept in Confucian societies (Chen, 1995; Begley & 

Tan, 2001). 

 

Another feature that links the Confucian societies in Asia is guanxi (Yeung & Tung, 

1996:54-65). The word guanxi has been defined as connections and is identified as being 

crucial in business dealings in China (Swanz, 1995).  However, guanxi is more than just 

connections it is “friendship with implications of continued exchange of favors” (Tsang 

1998:65).  It implies reciprocal obligations and in the context of conflicts it implies 
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mutual accommodation in the framework of a long-term relationship.  The difference, 

between guanxi and the old boys’ network is in the reciprocity required in the 

relationship, the long term perspective adopted by the parties, and the underlying ethical 

notion that a party to a guanxi relationship should behave uprightly (Yueng & Tung 

1996:54-65). 

 

Business relationships with those outside the family would depend on, whether there is a 

"connection" (guanxi) between the outsider and a member of the family or someone with 

whom the family has guanxi.  It is through the networks that a person with a lower 

position on the status ladder can approach someone higher on the ladder for a favor or 

assistance.  Given the Confucian tradition (Volery & Mensik, 1997:203-211; Yeung & 

Tung, 1996) those outside the Chinese cultures, such as a prospective foreign joint 

venture partner, would not even fit in the hierarchy and as such would find it difficult to 

become a part of the network. 

 

The literature thus suggests that SMEs searching for suitable partners would use their 

networks (see e.g. Groen, 2005; BarNir & Smith, 2002).  Networks and networking are 

used by SMEs to build their reputations and so attract cooperation partners (Goldberg, 

Cohen & Fiegenbaum, 2003). Boersma (1999) found the sources of trust and the 

activities that the parties engaged in a longitudinal process from the point of negotiation. 

Factors that built and sustained trust included previous history, reputation of the party, 

prior dealings (direct personal contact), negotiations (behavior of the opposite party), 

commitment (contract and mode of cooperation) and execution (behavior such as 
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monitoring and friendship were the. By searching within the networks, the focal firms 

may identify prospective partners whom they trust.  Hence, one study conducted as part 

of this thesis explores the usefulness of networks.  

 

Searching for partners within culturally similar ethnic groups stems from the literature 

pointing to the role of cultural differences as a cause of cooperation failure. It has been 

argued that cultural differences both at the national, organizational and professional 

levels affect alliance performance (Sirmon & Lane, 2004) as the closer the domain of a 

social group is to the value-creating activities of an alliance, the more disruptive cultural 

differences will be between the partners’ members of that social group. Sarkar, Casvugil 

& Aulakh (2001) argue that a successful collaboration is more likely when the partners 

are different yet similar; when they possess cultural and operational compatibilities as 

these enhance the development of synergy. While these authors speak of organizational 

cultures, the same argument holds for similarities in ethnic cultures as these similarities 

should enable collaboration success.  Seeking culturally similar partners may also be a 

means of risk management on the part of the focal firms as SMEs have relational risk 

perceptions which affect their alliance management (Delerue, 2005).  

 

There is an additional dimension to be considered: the effect of national cultures. 

National cultures have an impact on the types of networks and business relationships that 

have prominence in various countries (Sandström, 1992). National cultural differences 

can be a barrier to cooperation (Child & Faulkner, 1998).  The differences stem from 

linguistic differences in the meanings of words, behavioral differences for example in 
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understandings regarding time, and different management practices (e.g. US vs. Japanese 

management vs. Chinese). Cultural fit has been identified as an important partner 

selection criterion (Child & Faulkner, 1998).  Kanter (1989) emphasized the critical 

nature of corporate and national cultural sensitivity between partners for cooperation 

success. Others like Child and Faulkner (1998) note that cultural similarity between 

companies is extremely rare, especially between partners from different nationalities, and 

that what is needed instead is cultural sensitivity and a willingness to compromise in the 

face of cultural problems.   

 

In the light of these concerns, it would appear to be sensible for the focal firm to begin its 

search among those with cultural similarity. Crick, Chaudhry & Batstone (2001) found in 

their case studies of Asian-owned UK firms and their internationalizations that a number 

of the firms sought culturally similar partners in particular markets in their country of 

origin. They found that their respondents found these culturally similar markets to have a 

low psychic distance vis-a-vis them; the cultural networks balance with resource 

constraints had a major impact on the direction and pace of overseas expansion. Psychic 

distance and cultural differences are constraints faced by SMEs venturing into developing 

countries as in the case of SMEs from the Asia-Pacific venturing into central Europe  

(Freeman & Reid, 2006). As the focal firms in this thesis come from Singapore where 

74.2% are Chinese, it suggests that the focal firms would search for partners within the 

Chinese diaspora (Ma & Cartier, 2003). Further, the Chinese ethnic groups spread across 

Southeast Asia appear to foster ethnic support networks. These networks formed because 

as “an immigrant minority group in Southeast Asia, the ethnic Chinese have had to help 
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each other in order to survive and develop in new environment.” (Suryadinata, 2008: 44).  

Blood connection, cultural and linguistic affinity, has facilitated smooth and speedy 

capital flows across borders from Taiwan to China (Hsing, 1996, 1998).  “Ethnicity-

based identity has the potential of securing businesses solidarity, therefore reducing 

transaction costs, facilitating information flows, reducing competition, inducing 

cooperation, and maximizing resource utilization.” (Hsing, 2003). Yet these similarities 

may only provided advantages under very specific historical and institutional conditions 

since there is a great diversity in the construction of Chinese identities (Hsing, 2003; 

Ong, 1999; Jesudason, 1997). Thence, the second study which is described in the 

following chapter seeks to explore whether cultural similarity should be considered a step 

in the search process, and if it should, what should be included in the guidance notes (the 

solution concept).  

 

Prior studies, suggest that factors, such as relative size and cultural similarity influence 

the management structure and systems of cooperation and hence their success. Cultural 

similarity at the level of the organizations has been the subject of much study. Other 

researchers have suggested that cultural differences are the cause of conflicts or difficulty 

in cooperation. Case studies of cooperation between companies in the West and 

companies in the East, where values and management practices differ, are telling. In the 

West, the choice of managers, businesses and processes are avowedly independent of 

relationships. In the Confucian tradition, the Chinese place great importance on a person's 

place in social hierarchy (Hofstede 1993). Those, from outside the Chinese culture such 

as a prospective foreign joint venture partner who does not fit in the hierarchy, would 
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find it difficult to become a part of the network (Volery & Mensik, 1997; Yeung & Tung 

1996). This suggests that the contrary would hold water: that the closer in ethnicity and 

cultures the potential partners are to the focal firm, the easier it would be for a focal firm 

to choose them for a cooperative endeavor. Cultural proximity is conducive to the 

adoption of similar communication patterns, cultural beliefs and decision-making styles 

(Chen & Boggs, 1998). Culture also influences the trust building process and where there 

is cultural similarity there should be convergence of views, mutual understanding, and 

fewer conflicts (Doney et al., 1998; Doz, 1985). 

 

A firm’s business activities are influenced by its home country characteristics (Kogut & 

Singh 1988; Hofstede 1980). A foreign business involvement becomes riskier as cultural 

differences increase the investment in non-deployable assets (Kogut and Singh 1988; 

Gatignon and Anderson 1988) and foreign firms may prefer a lower equity involvement. 

Hence, Chen & Boggs (1998) argue that in searching for partners, one should seek 

cultural similarity. That, "Cultural similarity between joint venture partners is conducive 

to the adoption of similar communications, patterns, cultural beliefs and decision-making 

styles. These similarities can increase mutual understanding between joint venture 

partners and reduce communication barriers and management conflicts. When conflicts 

do arise, cultural similarity makes it easier for firms and their partners to understand each 

other and to resolve differences."  

 

The literature review reveals that that research on the search process is extremely thin, 

and that in order to develop the solution concept for focal firms, it is necessary to draw up 
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inputs from experts employing qualitative and quantitative methods which are described 

in the next chapter. While the actual literature on the search process is thin, the Asian 

context where the focal firms operates suggest that the design should incorporate the role 

of networks and ethnicity; i.e. that the checklist should include steps suggesting that the 

focal firms should use their social networks and that they should search among those with 

similar ethnic backgrounds. The role of networks and ethnicity should be examined as a 

preliminary step as they are suggested by the other literature sources not directly related 

to international cooperation between SMEs. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

The design approach adopted in this thesis is more commonly associated with 

engineering, industrial design, architecture and the practice-oriented disciplines but has 

now also been introduced into management research fairly recently. In order to provide a 

scientific justification for the use of this approach in management research a portion of 

this chapter is devoted to explaining the approach for research and providing an overview 

of the design process.   

 

This chapter describes how it applies to management research and the research strategy 

adopted in this approach. 

 

3.1 Place of design in science 

Science serves two masters: the first master is theory or explanatory science and the 

second master is prescription. Table 3-1 below depicts the two research objectives.   

Explanatory science defines the role of science as explaining reality and considers it the 

duty of science to provide explanations for the phenomena in the world. “Generally, the 

development of descriptive knowledge is theory-driven, focusing on existing situations.” 

(Van Aken, 2004). The research process, thus, usually begins with the formation of 

concepts and the development of a consistent conceptual framework. This phase leads to 

the operationalization and isolation of the relevant concepts (also called variables or 

constructs). The scientists then construct a theory which encompasses the relationships 
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between the variables. They test the theory (hypothesis-testing), and, depending on the 

results, may suggest new theory (see e.g. Kerlinger, 1986). The outcomes of explanatory 

science are the formulation of explanatory theories, offering explanation and prediction. 

 
Table 3-1: Explanatory Science and Prescriptive Science  
 

Theoretical Science 
(Classical viewpoint) 

Prescriptive Science  

Explanation Prediction Prescription 
Situation 
Action 
Consequence 

Sought 
Sought 
Given 

Given 
Given 
Sought 

Given 
Sought 
Given (desired) 

Kubicek (1975) as cited by Kickert, 1979, Organization of Decision-Making, North 
Holland: Amsterdam, p. 13. 
 

The second master that science serves is the improvement of the human condition. The 

aim therefore is to provide solutions that improve reality – to benefit mankind. This 

second pillar of science has been called prescriptive science or the pragmatic approach. It 

has been typified by work done in the professional disciplines: medicine, law, 

engineering and architecture. Prescriptive science is by no means inferior to explanatory 

science but it differs in ends and values. Prescriptive research also known as applied 

research seeks practical answers to immediate questions with the goal to obtain usable 

information (Sommer & Sommer, 1980). Prescriptive research seeks to inform 

individuals or organizations what should be done.  Most disciplines pay homage to both 

sides but favor the explanatory side of science labelling as applied research the other half 

of investigation in their fields.  

 

This prescriptive side of knowledge has unfortunately been relegated in history to a lower 

standing than explanatory science. The explanatory side satisfies the enquiry and aspects 
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of explanation and humanity's urge "to know."  Van Aken (2004) depicted the differences 

between what this thesis has referred to as explanatory science and what he calls 

description-driven research and prescription-driven research in Table 3-2 below. 

Characteristic  Description-driven research 
programmes 

Prescription-driven research programmes 

Dominant paradigm Explanatory sciences  Design sciences 
Focus Problem focused  Solution focused 
Perspective  Observer  Player 
Logic Hindsight Intervention-outcome 
Typical research question  Explanation  Alternative solutions for a class of problems 
Typical research product  Causal model; quantitative law Tested and grounded technological rule 
Nature of research product  Algorithm  Heuristic 
Justification  Proof  Saturated evidence 
Type of resulting theory  Organization Theory  Management Theory 

 

Donald Stokes (1997) in his short review of the history of science pointed out that there 

was no distinction between pure and applied sciences at the origin of scientific thought 

and enquiry. Tracing the history of key thinkers behind the growth of science, he 

demonstrated that these scientists saw both explanatory and applied research to be the 

two sides of the same search. The origins of the dichotomy between explanatory and 

prescriptive began with the ancient Greeks who were "interested primarily in knowledge 

and understanding and only very secondarily in practical usefulness."(Crombie, A.C. 

1959 as cited by Stokes, 1997).  For the Greeks, science had to be focused on 

contributing to the wellspring of knowledge. To address the needs of military weaponry 

or construction was not as highly desired as to conceptualize or to explain phenomena.  

 

Yet though this view of the superiority of pure science was rooted in the Greek world, 

early modern science in the Italian Renaissance revealed the coupling of knowledge and 

action (Gillispie, 1990). Across the Channel, in England, Francis Bacon and his 

contemporaries envisaged science and technology as going hand in hand. In the language 
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of that time Bacon’s views led to the words encapsulated in the charter of the Royal 

Society (Royal Society, 1995). To use the metaphors of an earlier age, Francis Bacon 

pointed out that science aims both at increasing light (scientific insight) and at producing 

fruit (results of practical value) commensurate with the cost of production. Bacon also did 

not see any conflict between the search for light and the search for fruit: both were 

needed for progress in science (and of society)” (Royal Society, 1995). 

 

Prescriptive research can be a means for new concepts to enter explanatory science. 

Stories abound of scientific discovery stemming from unintended discoveries in the 

laboratories, workshops and shop floors. Penicillin was discovered by Alexander 

Flemming in a petri dish as a mould that ought not to have been there (Nobel Lectures, 

1964). Benjamin Franklin experimented with practical things needed by the early 

American nation and dabbled simultaneously in the more abstract sciences (McCormick, 

2005).  

 

Stokes (1997) lamented the dichotomy that resulted in the US after the World War II as a 

result of Vannevar Bush's report on the role of science in peacetime. Bush had advocated 

funding for the pure sciences and the development of technology. In Europe, he also 

found the dichotomy arising after the creation of separate educational institutions in 

Germany. The divide arose between the universities and technical colleges that was 

adopted by other European nations. Stoke’s agenda in his book was to cause policy 

makers to revisit the divide between the pure and the applied, the ways in which funds 
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are allocated to the sciences as opposed to technologies, and the attitudes in society 

showing disdain upon the applied sciences.  

 

Design has its place in the history of science. It finds its place in the side of prescriptive 

research in Table 3-1 which is associated with "use," "technology," "practice" and 

"applied science."  Stokes’ discourse provides an insight on design as a means of 

scientific enquiry. Design is "art-like" in origins as it starts with a problem for which the 

designer/researcher seeks a solution, in short, conducts the research. Stokes' arguments 

for the role of use and the applied in science and how technology should not be divorced 

from it sheds some light upon the current preference for explanatory science.  

 

In management research, prescriptive science has recently re-surfaced as the design 

school championed by a small but growing group of academics. The design approach is 

being applied outside their traditional spheres, like industrial design and engineering, in 

management research as recently documented by Purao, Baldwin, Hevner, Storey, Pries-

Heje, Smith and Ying (2008).   

 

Design has been the subject of management research in the past and one can refer to the 

study of organizations. In his discussion of the role of design in organization theory, 

Pfeffer (1997) noted that there is at present a neglect of organizational design because it 

is associated with the notion of engineering. He observes that “(a)lthough the study of 

management has important historical roots in engineering, engineering is out, at least 

among many academics today”(Pfeiffer, 1997:201).  “But design remains an important 
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concern in organizations, and issues of design have much to recommend them as 

important ways of analyzing and understanding organizations. Pursuing a design 

perspective, broadly defined, would therefore, be useful in advancing organizational 

analysis” (Pfeffer, 1997: 198).  

 

The design approach is of particular relevance to management research in the light of 

recent advocates for evidence-based research. Stokes’ views have drawn the attention of 

other researchers who advocate that business school research, unlike the disciplines in 

social science, should be in Pasteur’s quadrant: to seek fundamental understanding and 

application (Tushman & O’Reilly, 2007).   The evidence-based management movement 

calls for management education to be built upon evidence in the form of theories and 

practices that have been found to work. The coupling between research and practice in 

management suggests that research should encompass this second mode, which has been 

called Mode 2 research (Gibbons, Limoges, Nowotny, Schwartzman, Scott and Trow, 

1994; Van Aken, 2004). Management research can thus draw upon evidence and research 

can be informed by practice.  This view is shared by a number of management 

researchers such as Pfeffer & Fong (2002), Ghoshal (2005), Vermeulen (2005) and 

Chatman & Flynn (2006). Pfeffer (1997) applied the design approach to the 

organizational design. In this thesis, the approach is adopted in an inter-organizational 

study - cooperation between SMEs from different countries. 
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3.2 Applying the Design Approach in Management 
Research 
 
Design sciences have traditionally involved problems involving the realm of material 

things such buildings, machines and other tangible things. In this realm, the typical 

design process is depicted in Figure 3-1 below. 

 

Figure 3-1 Activities in the design process 

 

 

 

                                                
 

Adapted from Van Aken et al, 2007 
 

As the activities originated in the design sciences such as architecture, industrial design 

and engineering, there is a need for modification when applied to management. In 

extending the design process to management research, the design activities are being 

extended into the realm of the immaterial (this word is chosen as it stands in contrast to 

material) to organizations, processes, systems and people.  A problem in the material 

realm could be the need for a design for bridges across rivers, which would be an 

engineering design problem. If the design required from the process is for a specific 

setting like the Singapore River at the bend at the location Kallang, the outcome of the 

process, the design would be called a design solution. Where the outcome required is a 

design that can be used for any river, the design would be called a solution concept, with 

Yes 

Problem 
analysis 

Developing 
specifications 

Synthesis Evaluation OK Design 

The Creative Leap 
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the emphasis on the word “concept” as the design serves as the platform/idea which when 

applied requires modification and adaptation for the specific setting, such as depth, width, 

loads that would cross, etc.  In this thesis, the problem for which a design is required is 

generic and not specific addressing any industry or host country, hence the thesis has 

used the term “solution concept.” 

 

The activities in Figure 3-1 are briefly described in paragraph 3.2.1 below. As the 

activities are directed at the outcome as a design, it would be appropriate to briefly 

introduce the solution concept.  Continuing with the bridge illustration, a design approach 

would entail research activities to analyze the problem (the first box in Figure 3-1), 

develop specifications that the design is to meet (the second box in Figure 3-1), and 

obtain inputs for the design development(the design development is depicted in the 

creative leap in the figure). To develop a solution concept for bridges, the research could 

either draw upon prior published research to develop technological rules or design 

propositions for the building of bridges or to see which of the rules applied to the design 

of a bridge needed for the particular setting.  The process might involve examining the 

existing literature on the construction of structures in water.  Prior published research 

might have rules on the structures, the distance between spans of the bridge and the loads 

anticipated on the bridge. The research approach would then involve drawing up a 

proposed solution concept for a bridge that is based on and comprising these rules; the 

word “rules” is not used in legalistic or narrow sense.  If it was an instance where there 

had been no prior research on bridge construction, it would be a case of design from 



 45 

scratch.  It might be necessary to interview construction professionals on the principles or 

rules that are involved.   

 

Van Aken (2005) defined a technological rule in the following manner: 

“a technological rule is ‘a chunk of general knowledge linking an intervention or 
artefact with an expected outcome or performance in a certain field of 
application’. ‘General’ in this definition means that it is not a specific solution for 
a specific situation, but a general solution for a type of problem. (On the other 
hand, a technological rule is a mid-range theory, whose validity is limited to a 
certain application domain). If a rule is ‘field-tested’ this means it is tested in its 
intended field of application. If it is ‘grounded’ this means it is known why the 
intervention or artefact gives the desired performance.  
 
A technological rule follows the logic of ‘if you want to achieve Y in situation Z, 
then perform action X’. The core of the rule is this X, a general solution concept 
for a type of field problem. The remainder of the rule is a kind of user instruction 
connecting the solution concept with the field problem, including indications and 
contra-indications, i.e. knowledge on when to use the solution concept and when 
not to. The solution concept can be an act, a sequence of acts, but also some 
process or system.”   

 

However, the term “technological rules” could be misconstrued as the rules are not 

mandatory principles that in operation are subject to context, culture and other 

contingencies. As such, it might be better to conceive them as “design propositions” 

(Denyer, Tranfield & Van Aken, 2008).   Whereas theoretical science seeks to provide 

propositions in the area of new theory or propositions from exploratory research, design 

research develops the solution for an identified problem. The solution concept is not 

devoid of theory because the design propositions are undergird by the theory. The theory 

or theories underlying the solution concept are, however, not the focus. The focus is on a 

design that is capable of working.   
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The proposed solution would then be validated or assessed for feasibility.  In the case of a 

design solution for such a proposed bridge, it would be possible in today’s parlance to 

construct a computer simulation to see if the structure if built would stand and serve its 

intended purpose. This validation of the design could also be done through a scale model 

using materials to simulate the actual materials being used, the loads it would carry and 

the river currents and erosion that could affect the structure over time.  The essential 

purpose behind the validation is to assess if the design will work. The aim is to assess or 

validate the design prior to actual implementation.  The assessment of the designs ranges 

from peer evaluation of designs to the development of mock-ups. A decision has to be 

made then on the design and whether to proceed with the construction.  

 

3.2.1 The steps in the Design Process  

Identifying the Research Problem: Applying this design approach to management 

research, Van Aken and his colleagues demonstrated how it could apply to the design of a 

high reliance organization such as a hospital (Denyer et al, 2008). They identified the 

problem as the design of a hospital. The first steps in their research entailed developing 

specifications on the required design. As there has been considerable literature on 

hospitals and the processes, the source of specifications could be the literature.  In the 

case of this thesis, there is little literature on international partner search. Hence, details 

on the problem will be obtained in the studies conducted in the thesis.  

 

3.2.1.1 Seek Inputs for the Design To develop the solution, the researcher employing the 

design approach could seek inputs from the existing literature or from “experts” 
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(individuals who have experience with or similar to the research question; i.e. the design 

problem). One could examine the extant literature to gather the elements of a solution 

(the design propositions).  The other avenue is to seek the views of “experts.” in an 

interactive discourse with the researcher in an open-ended discussion on the research 

question.  

 

In designing a solution for their problem, Denyer et al, (2008) first examined the prior 

literature on the subject in a process analogous to meta-analysis (synthesis of 

technological rules/design propositions from prior knowledge). They did not need to use 

the alternative approach for developing a solution concept, which would be to conduct 

primary empirical research. In our bridge illustration, the alternative would have involved 

talking to the construction experts. If an empirical approach is adopted, it is possible to 

use a multiple case research design (Van Aken, 2004).  

 

There are similarities in this design approach and interview methodology. In employing a 

panel of experts, there are strong similarities with the Delphi method, but the purpose is 

different. The interview techniques employed are generic and common. Explanatory 

science uses interviews to gather data for theory building, to develop case studies that 

could illustrate theory or provide explanations. The interviews in a design approach are 

also for the purposes of data and information selection with a different end in mind: not 

to develop theory but to develop a solution. In this thesis, the objective is to gather inputs 

from the literature and from experts that can be incorporated into the design of the 

guidance notes. In theoretical science there may be a need to revisit the respondent 
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interviewees. Likewise in design there may be a need to review the interviews and seek 

clarification from the interviewees.   

 

The inputs could also be obtained from the “experts” through surveys and the 

employment of quantitative methods. Design research employs both quantitative and 

qualitative methods (Laurel, 2003). In designing a new supermarket trolley for example, 

the researchers may first examine the literature and prior research on designs for a 

supermarket trolley. This step is akin to the literature review that was conducted in 

Chapter 2. There may be a need to find out what the users would like to see in a new 

trolley so that we may better design one that meets their needs.  

 

3.2.1.2 Developing the Design – from Inputs to Design A process of synthesis and 

evaluation is involved in the creative design process (boxes 3 & 3 in Figure 3-1). There is 

a mess of details from the research (literature review and empirical studies). The 

researcher needs to assimilate the information, gather ideas and extract any principles 

involved. The researcher also needs to engage in abstraction. Thus, employing the 

analogy of rules, part of the process of design proposition development is similar to the 

way that legal draftsman craft new legislation. In drafting new legislation in an area 

where there have been court decisions, the draftsman draws upon individual case 

precedents and generalizes from the specific instances into general principles. Case 

precedents in the Anglo-Saxon legal tradition, refers to the law that is expressed in 

judicial decisions in court. Each of the prior court decisions embodies principles. The 

draftsman operating within the doctrine of judicial precedent distils the principles he/she 
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discerns a decision represents.  As the judges hear each case separately and often in 

different locations, their decisions may not converge on common principles. The 

draftsman then acts as a designer provide for regulations and guidelines that spell out the 

manner which the rules take shape in specific instances (e.g. specific industries). The 

researcher-designer in his creativity would be constrained by the desired policy 

outcomes. These policy outcomes are akin to the problem specifications that a design is 

to address. 

 

The other way that rules may be developed by a legal draftsman is to draw from existing 

literature or seeking out the opinions of experts. An instance of this could be seen when 

draftsmen around the globe sought to develop codes of corporate governance in the case 

of the Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s. It was then perceived that lack of corporate 

governance was a cause of the crisis. The draftsmen referred to corporate governance 

experts such as academics and think-tanks to develop codes that were relevant to their 

economies.    

 

To illustrate how a researcher used inputs from a literature review to his design in 

management research, one can consider Hanns Menzel’s (2008) research that provided a 

solution for the problem - how can intrapreneurship be fostered on a continuous basis in 

large, established companies and in their R & D organizations. He designed a simulation 

game that created awareness and provided insight into intrapreneurship culture. To create 

the game as a design, Hanns relied upon the existing literature on intrapreneurship. After 

an extensive review of the literature, he extracted the characteristics of an 
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intrapreneurship-conducive culture.  Then he engaged in the creative process of design. It 

is in this phase that there is a creative leap from the inputs to a design that addresses the 

problem. He drew upon the literature on experiential learning to develop a simulation 

game that permitted experiential learning of the characteristics of an intrapreneursship-

conducive culture within the research setting of an organization. In Menzel’s case, this 

design is a training program that incorporated the simulation game.  

 

3.2.1.3 Design Justification and Validation The solution concept need not be the optimal 

solution. However, it must meet the needs or address the problem identified, hence the 

need for justification and validation of the design. After developing the preliminary 

design propositions, the designer needs to justify the solution concept before subjecting 

the propositions to validation and refinement. Justification takes the form of pointing out 

the manner in which the solution has met the design specifications and taken into account 

the inputs. It also speaks to a consultation process with relevant stakeholders, which was 

earlier referred to the design being grounded.  In explanatory science, the propositions 

that are derived from the data are then set out in a separate “experiment” to be tested in a 

positivist manner. In the design approach, after developing the solution concept, the 

model can be needs to be assessed. Validation of the solution concept differs from testing 

in explanatory science. The design must be shown to work or be workable. Validation is 

inherently necessary when speaking of designs. Designs may need to be simulated in 

scale models before implementation.  
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Validation of designs in certain fields may involve actual testing of the design as in the 

case of software design, where the “roll-out” of the solution does not entail any physical 

construction.  The word "test" is taken in a broad sense as in many instances the designs 

are being validated by appropriate stakeholders. An engineering design does not have to 

be validated through a model (simulation or scale models), the validation could take the 

form of verification of the key assumptions. This validation is normally done by checking 

on the formulae used, the calculations, and testing the assumptions without actual 

implementation. Likewise with architectural designs, 3D scale-down mock-ups may be 

made but the designs are validated through a critique by colleagues and the clients.   

 

When extended to management research, the validation may but need not entail actual 

execution of the solution concept in an organizational setting. To validate his solution 

concept, a game designed to influence corporate employees towards intrapreneurship, 

Menzel field tested it. His game was played by employees in an organization. Menzel 

then developed case studies of employees who played the game through interviews and 

observation to ascertain the learning and changes in the awareness of intrapreneurship 

that resulted. Unlike Menzel’s case where the solution can be tried out in one 

organization, the solution concept from this thesis can validated by subjecting the 

solution concept to assessment by the relevant stakeholders: SMEs in general, SMEs 

intending to embark on a search for international partners, and focal firms with 

international cooperation experience. This form of validation is more appropriate since 

what is needed is the assessment of its feasibility. It also overcomes the constraints of 

time and resources if the solution is to be used and its effects measured. This means of 
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assessment would also obviate issues of time lag and recollection. In the case of this 

thesis, the solution concept will be validated through assessment with users: SMEs in 

general, nascent focal firms (those who are intent on international cooperation but 

without experience) and experienced focal firms.  The solution concept is validated, for 

instance, when experienced focal firms who assess the solution concept find it useful and 

wish to adopt it.  Feedback from these three groups of SMEs will enable the researcher to 

assess the feasibility of the solution concept. An instance of this method of validation can 

be seen in curriculum design at business schools. Most business schools, when 

developing an executive program do not organize a pilot program to see if the program 

would work before introducing it. Instead, they seek views from advisory panels after 

having sought internal validation of faculty. The advisory panels would comprise 

stakeholders such as representatives from major corporations. If the designed program is 

considered worthy of endorsement by the panels, they would proceed to offer the 

program. A few business schools might canvas views from other stakeholders like 

potential participants prior to the delivery of any sessions. The same process is often the 

case with the design of other courses.    In this thesis, three panels of experts were 

assembled for the validation of the solution concept (the guidance notes). The choice of 

the experts is critical. They need to be focal firms, SMEs. The first panel are SMEs in 

general, regardless of their international cooperation experience.  The second panel are 

focal firms without international cooperation (nascent focal firms) to ascertain the 

usefulness of the guidance notes to focal firms intending to venture abroad. The choice of 

the final panel is critical as these firms need to have experience in international partner 

search. They would represent the peer experts as focal firms. Drawing upon their 
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experience and knowledge, the viability of the guidance notes to other focal firms can be 

ascertained.   

 

3.3 Thesis Research Strategy 

In adopting the design approach, the thesis employs the CIMO-logic, which refers to 

Context – Intervention – Mechanism – Outcome (Van Aken, Berends, H. and van der Bij, 

2007; Denyer et al, 2008).  CIMO-logic runs as follows: the solution concept for the 

research problem (the problem in context) requires intervention which involves 

mechanisms to produce the desired outcome. In the case of this research, the problem in 

context is the focal firm’s need for more effective search processes. The intervention that 

is proposed is a set of guidance notes built upon the conducted research. Just as in the 

earlier bridge building illustration where the persons requiring a bridge may need to 

develop a design that comprises activities and steps to build the bridge, the thesis 

research will developing guidance notes as its mechanism.  

 

The mechanism in the bridge building illustration involved placing boulders and girders 

at certain distances across the river. In the international partner search solution, the 

design involves activities or the development of attributes as mechanisms. Through the 

intervention, it is expected that the focal firms will be more effective in their international 

partner search (the desired outcomes). The solution concept when presented to the focal 

firms are a kind of user instruction connecting the solution concept with the field 

problem, including indications and contraindications, i.e. knowledge on when to use or 

not to use the solution concept (Van Aken, 2005). Van Aken (2005) suggests that 
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management solution concept propositions should be given with ‘thick descriptions’ to 

aid in their understanding and to facilitate their translation from the general to the specific 

concept. The research conducted in the design process provides these thick descriptions, 

with the research serving to ground and validate the propositions.  

 

In this thesis, the research question is stated in broad terms as in the case with qualitative 

research. Strauss and Corbin (1990) note that in qualitative research, and particularly with 

grounded theory, research questions are open and general rather than formed as specific 

hypotheses. The emergent theory should account for a phenomenon which is relevant and 

problematic for those involved (Becker, 1993).  In this thesis, the aim is not to advance a 

new theory but rather to develop a solution concept that address the international partner 

search challenges faced by focal firms.  

 

The relevance of the problem in context is verified through anecdotal evidence and prior 

theory. Further research is conducted in order to ascertain the relevance of the problem 

for which a solution is being designed and for relevant inputs for the desired output. 

 

The thesis employs both quantitative and qualitative methods in obtaining inputs for the 

design propositions.  Figure 3-2 provides an overview of the research strategy and the 

studies conducted in the design research process. In order to propose steps that the 

Singapore SMEs (focal firms) should take to reduce their difficulties in the international 

partner search process, the thesis began with the literature review. The review reveals that 

little research has been conducted on the search process hence mandating the gathering of 



 55 

inputs from experts. The review also suggested that in the context of Asia, there is a need 

to examine the role of networks and ethnicity.  Prior literature had suggested that in Asia 

the focal firms should search within and cooperate with firms in their business networks; 

and that most of the focal firms come from either the Chinese or Indian diasporas and 

establishing working international cooperative arrangements should be merely a matter of 

picking partners of the same ethnicity. Hence, two surveys were conducted to explore the 

role of networks and ethnicity and how these could feature in the guidance notes. 

 

The research began by seeking to explore the role of social networks and ethnicity 

through quantitative surveys (referred to as survey studies in Figure 3-2 below). The 

literature suggests that firms venturing into Asia would need to tap into Chinese business 

networks. They would suggest that by turning to their business networks they can resolve 

these issues. Their networks would help them identify, provide information on the 

prospective partners, screen the candidates, point out the right models they should use.  

Hence, these networks would be used by focal firms in the most basic of overseas 

cooperative arrangements – export (the Networks Study). The Cultural Cousins Study, 

the second study,  hypothesized that the answer lies in the similarity in cultures between 

Singaporean Focal firms and their partners since almost eighty-five percent of 

Singaporeans are Chinese, when venturing overseas these Focal firms would pick those 

who are members of the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia and the Chinese in mainland 

China. The findings from the Networks Study and the Cultural Cousins Study and 

findings are described in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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Figure 3-2: Research Strategy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

In addition to the surveys, qualitative studies were conducted (referred to as qualitative 

studies in Figure 3-2). In the first qualitative study, the Search Factors Study, the aim was 

to ascertain the importance of the search in the formation of cooperative arrangements, 

and to identify the issues and challenges faced by the focal firms in partner search. A 

grounded theory approach was used to determine the factors considered important in the 

partner search. Interviews were conducted with thirty-three SME owners and the results 

coded. The findings of this study are reported in Chapter 6.    

 

Study 4, the second qualitative study builds on the Search Factors Study in eliciting 

details of the search process employed by the research experts. The research requires a 

reductionist approach to filter through the material to identify key components of the 

search process.  Hence, employing methodology suggested by Van Aken (2005) in the 

design approach to management research, the author interviewed five SME owners to 

develop propositions of the steps taken in their search (the Search Process Study).  These 

findings are reported in Chapter 7.   
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As the design process does not proceed in a linear fashion nor does the focal firm in its 

search process, the researcher was prompted by the findings from the Search Process 

Study to re-code the interviews in the Search Factors Study because they provided a rich 

source of information on the particular steps in the search process.  

 

With inputs from Studies 1 to 4(Networks Study, Cultural Cousins Study, Search Factors 

and Search Process Study), the research developed the solution comprising design 

propositions in the form of guidance notes to be employed by Singapore focal firms.  The 

solution concept was justified as it drew upon inputs from the focal firms (the experts). It 

is a generic design and not a specific solution for a particular set of focal firms.  Hence, 

the presentation of the design propositions as guidance notes that are of general use. The 

propositions are presented as if the search process was linear and focal firms make 

decisions or proceed in a systematic stepwise manner.  However, the steps may be 

undertaken in a nonlinear fashion with some steps being taken concurrently. This caveat 

needs to be borne in mind as it is all too tempting to forget that decision-making in 

natural settings (naturalistic decision-making) is not analytical.  Naturalistic decision-

making as a field of study bears similarity to this research, as naturalistic decision-

making researchers seek to understand decision-making in natural settings and often rely 

on experts (see e.g. Lipshitz, R., Klein, G., Orasanu, J. & Salas, E. 2001).  

 

These propositions are then evaluated in subsequent studies which serve to validate the 

solution concept.  In this thesis, the guidance notes are validated with three groups of 

SMEs: with all potential users at a seminar, with future would-be users (nascent focal 
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firms) and with experienced focal firms.  Twenty-seven SME-owners and managers 

attended a seminar on the solution concept and became the validation panel for the first 

draft of the design propositions. They had the opportunity to query and criticize the 

propositions (study 5, Validation 1). The design propositions were afterwards validated 

against the steps that nascent focal firms would take in searching for overseas partners 

(Study 6, Validation 2). In this study, the responses of the nascent focal firms are mapped 

against the draft guidance notes to validate them.  Finally, the guidance notes are 

validated with five experienced focal firms (the experienced experts) in Study 

7(Validation 3). In the final validation of the solution concept (Study 7), the five 

experienced focal firms were asked if they agreed with the contents of the guidance notes 

and whether they would use the guidance notes within their firms as guides for managers 

entering international partner searches. They were requested to verify the veracity and 

utility of the guidance notes.  The validations are described in Chapter 9. Chapter 10 

combines the findings of studies 5, 6 and 7 as well as the refinements to the solution 

concept arising from the validation studies, presenting the final solution concept. 

 

In summary, this thesis employs the design approach. It employs surveys and interviews. 

This multi-method is consistent with design research employed for the design of products 

or services.  The intended goal of this thesis is the solution concept embodied in the 

guidance notes - a tool that SME-owners will be able to use. This thesis treats the search 

for a suitable partner as a fresh design problem in the same way as one author noted 

about the just-in-time methodology (JIT).  Reinerstsen (1997) noted that “JIT approached 

the problem of manufacturing as a fresh design problem. It ignored the doctrine taught by 
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every major business school and it ignored the shared beliefs of generations of 

manufacturing managers, accountants and general managers. And in this case a 

breakthrough resulted.”   

 

Table 3-3 provides an overview of the studies conducted in this thesis, the aspects 

explored and the methods employed.  

 

Table 3-3: Studies conducted to address aspects of the Research Question 
 Study/Chapter Aspect Examined Data 

Analysis 
Practical 
Question 

Explore the usefulness of 
networks. 
Note: presented as a 
conference paper   
(Networks Study reported in 
Chapter 4) 

Should the focal firms use 
networks in their search for 
partners? 

Frequency 
distribution 

1. Where do 
the focal 
firms look? 

 
S 
U 
R 
V 
E 
Y 
S 

To explore the role of cultural 
and ethnic similarity. 
A study explores the 
advantages of seeking 
Chinese partners as opposed 
to Indian partners. 
(Cultural Cousins Study reported 
in Chapter 5) 

Should the focal firms seek 
cultural cousins in their 
search? 

Frequency, 
correlation, 
means 

2. Who do 
the focal 
firms look 
for? 

Grounded theory approach in 
study to identify factors 
contributing to successful 
partner search  
(The Search Factors Study 
reported in Chapter 6) 

What are the factors 
contributing to successful 
partner search? 

Qualitative 
textual 
analysis 

3. What 
should the 
focal firms 
do in 
searching for 
partners? 

Qualitative study to identify 
the solution for focal firms  
(Search Process Study reported 
in Chapter 7)  

How should focal firms 
conduct the search?  

Qualitative 
textual 
analysis 

 

 
Q 
U  S 
A  T 
L  U 
I   D 
T  I 
A  E 
T  S 
V 
E Validating the solution 

(Validation Studies  5, 6 & 7 
reported in Chapter 9) 

How would nascent focal 
firms about to embark on 
international corporation 
conduct the search?  
Would other experienced focal 
firms agree that the solution is 
useful? 

Qualitative 
textual 
analysis 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE USEFULNESS OF NETWORKS TO SMEs 
 
 

4.1 The role of business networks 

The literature review in Chapter 2 suggests that Singapore focal firms operating in Asia 

should start their international partner search by looking within their traditional networks: 

the family and extended social networks. The research had indicated the usefulness of 

these networks to larger firms and that to succeed in Asia, the focal firms need to be 

linked to these networks. This chapter reports the findings from the Networks Study 

which explored the relative usefulness of various networks. The underlying question is 

whether focal firms should begin their search with these networks.  

 

To explore the role of networks in the international partner search, it was decided to 

explore in the Networks Study the use of networks by SMEs engaging in the simplest 

form of cooperation across borders: export. Singapore being a trading nation, it was 

possible to test the propositions with a survey of SMEs engaged in export.  Asian SMEs 

are adapting to the increased competition arising from globalization by using exporting as 

a strategy to adapt to globalization (Sithikong, 2001). As the Asian SMEs seek to export, 

it is anticipated that they would rely on business networks to establish linkages with 

overseas agents, distribution and marketing channels for their products. Networks and 

networking have been found to be part and parcel in the lives of entrepreneurs and their 

enterprises in studies in the West.  In Asia, the situation is no different although the 

natures of the networks may differ.  While the entrepreneurship literature refers to the use 
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of networks and networking as means by which enterprises can gain access to resources, 

the usefulness of networks to export activities has not received attention. 

 

Exporting is the least involved of the various forms of internationalization, as it involves 

the least resource commitment.  It is the most common form of internationalization used 

by SMEs.    The research on the export activities of SMEs has examined among other 

things, the effectiveness of government export assistance schemes (Moini, 1998); and the 

evolution pattern of export involvement in the case of SMEs (Kotabe & Czinkota, 1992; 

Moini, 1995).  

 

There is, however, little research on the role of networks in SME export activities in 

Singapore.  

 

4.2 Methodology used in the Networks Study 

The researchers obtained a sample of Singapore SMEs engaged in export activities.  As 

there is no directory of SMEs engaged in exports, the researchers relied upon a 

population of SMEs compiled by the Trade Development Board, the government agency 

responsible for SMEs in Singapore, which has been restructured as the International 

Enterprise, Singapore in 2002 (International Enterprise Singapore, 2009).  The research 

instrument was sent to a sample of 354 SME-owners.  For the purposes of this research, 

the authors employed the definition of SMEs used in Singapore; namely, a SME must be 

an enterprise with at least 30 percent local equity and less than S$15million fixed asset 

investment; in the case of enterprises in services they must no more than fifty employees.  
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After one follow-up phone call and mailing, a total of 66 completed and usable 

questionnaires were received.  The effective response rate is thus 18.64 per cent, which is 

a reasonable response rate in Singapore, where there has traditionally been a low 

response rate to questionnaire surveys1.  Follow-up letters and phone calls were made to 

the list provided by the statutory board to reduce the non-response and to ascertain that 

there were no extraordinary reasons for nonparticipation in the study.  

 

The research instrument comprised of two sections.  The first section sought information 

on the respondents and their export sales and markets.  The second section focused on the 

information sought on the research questions.  This section comprised two questions: the 

usefulness of the listed networks (extended family networks, social networks, industry 

networks, professional networks/associations and informal networks) for the respondent’s 

export business and the ways in which the networks were useful.  Usefulness of the 

networks was measured using a Likert-like scale of 1 (being most useful) to 5 (being least 

useful). The functions of the networks that formed the basis of the second question were 

drawn from the literature that suggested that networks could help SMEs in raising capital 

for export ventures, meeting production targets, sharing marketing costs, obtaining 

special knowledge of export markets, sharing customer bases, and overcoming barriers to 

                                                 
1 See e.g. Ghosh & Chan, 1997, whose survey respondents numbered 109 companies which represented a 
16.8 per cent response rate, where they noted considering Singapore’s small size and economic base, the 
response rate was reasonable. Also see Sing, Ong & Ng (2004) in the area of real estate finance noted that 
receiving 80 completed questionnaires achieved a reasonable response rate of 17.2% in Singapore; and also 
Jobber, Mirza & Wee (1991) where in a cross-country study involving Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand 
noted their “overall response rate was 16.0% which, given the proprietary nature of the information and the 
target countries involved in the survey, was better than expected (although a higher response rate would 
obviously have been desirable).” 
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market entry (Karagozoglu & Lindell, 1998; Holmlund & Kock, 1998). The instrument is 

in Annex 1. 

 

4.2.1 The Respondents  

The industry representation of the respondents is shown in Figure 4-1 below.  A majority 

of the respondents (40.3 percent) are from the retail or wholesale trade sector.  The next 

largest group (26.87 percent) is from the manufacturing sector.  The SMEs in the 

commerce sector (which incorporates retail and wholesale trade) comprise 53.7 percent 

of the total number of SMEs in 1997 (PSB, 2000) and the SMEs in manufacturing only 

represent 3.84 percent of the SME population.   

 
 

Figure 1: Type of Business 

 

26.87%

40.30%

2.99%

17.91%

10.45%
1.49% 1 - Manufacturing

2 - Retail/wholesale trade

3 - Finance, property and
business services
6 - Others 

1 and 2

1 and Other 

 
As the focus of the study was on SMEs with exports, the export sales in relation to the 

respondents’ total sales are depicted in Figure 4-2 below. 

 

Figure 4-1 Type of Business 
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Figure 2: Export Sales of the Respondents (Percentages of Sample) 

27.27%

18.18%

25.76%

12.12%

16.67%
1- Less than 10%

2 - 10 - 25 %

3 - 26 - 50%

4 - 50 - 75%

5 - more than 75%

 
 

 

4.2.2 Research Questions  

Bearing in mind that a majority of the businesses in Asia, where Singapore SMEs are 

engaged in export activities, are of Chinese ethnicity and that the majority of Singapore 

SME-owners are Chinese, the implications from this literature on export activities of 

SMEs suggests the usefulness of certain networks over others.  Networks could take the 

form of extended family networks (parents, brothers and sisters, uncles and aunts, and 

cousins), social networks (for example, sporting clubs and social groups) and informal 

networks (contacts from random meetings; people one is normally not connected with).  

In addition to these networks, there are industry networks (for example, networks of 

manufacturers, wholesale and finance) and professional networks or associations (for 

example, accountants and engineers).  In the Asian context, the literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2 suggests that Singapore SMEs in export should find the first group of networks 

more useful than the second group. Kao (1993) points to the need for SMEs to utilize the 

Asian business networks. Others (for example, Tsang, 1998; Volery & Mensik, 1997; 

Figure 4-2 Export Sales of the Respondents (Percentage of Sample) 
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Yeung & Tung, 1996; Hamilton, 1996; and Hamilton & Briggart, 1988) highlight the 

importance of family networks and extended social networks built on the concept of 

guanxi.    

 
 
Proposition 1: 
The respondents would find extended family, social and informal networks more useful 
than industry and professional networks. 
 

Similarly, the entrepreneurship literature on networks reviewed earlier suggests that these 

networks would be used by entrepreneurs to leverage on the resources of others for the 

purposes of export activities.  It is suggested that 

 

Proposition 2: 

The respondents would use family, social and informal networks in obtaining the various 
types assistance they need for their export activities (namely, export finance, assistance 
to meet production targets, sharing marketing costs, knowledge about export markets, 
access to customers and overcoming entry barriers) rather than other networks. 
 
 
4.2.3 Usefulness of Networks to Export Activities  

Contrary to proposition 1, the family networks (mean = 3.85) are rated the lowest in 

usefulness to export business.  Industry (mean = 2.09) and professional networks (mean = 

2.54) were the two networks that proved to be more useful to the exporting SMEs.  To 

check if there might be some difference between the SMEs that were more highly export 

oriented than those who had less export sales, the respondents were split into two groups, 

one with more than 51 percent of their total sales in exports and the other group with 

exports representing 50 percent or less, statistical analysis of the differences in the means 
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scores for the various networks using ANOVA in SPSS found that the differences were 

not statistically significant.   

 
Table 4-1: Usefulness of Networks to Respondents 
 

Type of networks N Mean Std. Deviation 
Extended Family 66 3.85 1.42 
Social 66 3.462 1.410 
Industry 66 2.09 1.33 
Professional 65 2.54 1.55 
Informal 64 3.17 1.48 

 

4.2.4 Role of the Networks 

The respondents were requested to indicate how the networks listed in Table 4-2 were 

contributed to their export activities. The various roles of the networks were drawn from 

the literature on export SMEs and the challenges they faced (Holmlund & Kock, 1998; 

and Moini, 1998).   The findings are based on the number of times each of the networks 

was selected by the respondents for particular roles are shown in Table 4-2.  As the 

respondents were permitted to indicate more than one network for each purpose, the 

frequencies may exceed the sample size. Similarly, it must be noted that the responses in 

the None Applicable column merely indicates they did not use the networks for the 

purposes featured in the study.    

 

Table 4-2 shows that industry and professional networks were of greater use for the 

specific purposes indicated.  The second proposition is therefore also not supported 

except in the area of export financing where extended family networks had more 

respondents than industry networks.  Industry networks are indicated for all the roles.  

Professional networks had higher frequencies in all the roles except help in raising export 
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finance and customer bases.  However, this finding would be consistent with the nature of 

the networks (professional associations of accountants, engineers, etc.). These networks 

are less likely to be providing financing compared to individuals with whom the SMEs 

have familial or extended family ties. 

Table 4-2: Role of the Networks 
 

 (Frequency of Responses) 

 
Role 

Extended 
Family 

Social Industry Professional 
Networks/ 

associations 

Others None 
Applicable 

Help in raising export 
finance 

9 7 19 7 3 27 

Help in meeting 
production targets 

2 7 29 14 0 25 

Help in sharing costs in 
marketing strategy 

1 5 27 18 1 27 

Help in obtaining special 
knowledge of export 
market 

5 13 36 27 2 12 

Share customer base 5 14 36 9 3 17 

Help overcome barriers 
(legal, political, etc.) to 
market entry 

0 9 25 28 1 18 

 

The findings in Table 4-2 reveal the comparative value of each type of network in term of 

resources it offers to the SMEs by considering the overall network usefulness; that is, 

how useful each type of network is for export financing, production, sharing of marketing 

costs, access to export market knowledge, sharing of customer bases and assistance with 

barriers to market entry. Industry networks are found to be most useful overall in the 

various roles. It is only in the area of help in overcoming barriers (legal, political, etc.) to 

market entry where professional networks have more SMEs acknowledging their 

usefulness in greater numbers.  
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While both the first and second propositions are rejected, the findings in Table 4-2 show 

that there is value in extended and social networks as there is reported usefulness in a 

number of instances. 

 

Extended family and social networks fare equally well with professional 

networks/associations in the areas of export financing. The role of friends and family in 

the areas of technical, business expertise and knowledge envisaged in production targets, 

marketing strategy and special knowledge of the overseas market is to be expected low 

compared to industry or professional networks as the composition of the SME-owners’ 

friends and family is less likely to be from industry or with overseas market knowledge.  

Even so, social networks fare better than family in these areas. The contacts the SMEs 

have in their social networks are more likely than family members to possess knowledge 

about overseas markets. On the other hand, family networks turn out to be better than 

social networks as a source of export finance. The family networks are second to industry 

as a source of financing.  

 

While it has been earlier noted that professional networks is as a whole second to 

industry networks in the roles reported in meeting needs, it must be noted that they do 

better than industry in the professional information on legal, political and others. Further, 

they reported as not being as useful as social networks in sharing customer bases as these 

are networks of professionals.   

  



 70 

4.3 Discussion and Implications for the Design Situation 

These findings are most interesting in that the two propositions based on the accepted 

notion that Chinese business networks and guanxi are the bases of doing business in East 

Asia were not supported.  These findings give rise to the need to consider possible 

reasons why extended family, social and informal networks did not feature as being as 

useful.  One possible reason lies in access to the Chinese business networks that the 

literature refers to.  The literature while referring to the Chinese business networks 

usually refers to established businesses.  The networks referred to are long established 

with linkages to other established businesses and opportunities.  Our focus in this study 

has been on SMEs.  They may not be able to access the established Chinese business 

networks.  More pertinently, their extended family networks would not be useful as they 

are not as established.  This distinction is important, as there has been little attempt to 

distinguish between the networks of established larger firms and the smaller enterprises.  

The generalization can lead to ill-conceived advice being provided to enterprises in 

particular, start-ups, seeking to establish businesses in East Asia.  Owners of such SMEs 

may not have the connection that the older and well established firms have. 

 

The usefulness of industry networks and professional networks/associations is also 

telling, as it cannot be simply assumed that all networks are pertinent for all activities and 

the full spectrum of functions.  The SMEs are embedded in their networks as Uzzi (1996) 

noted with respect to the garment industry in New York. The structural embeddedness of 

SMEs in the networks of family, friends and business associates who become “part of the 

family” served the businesses well in increasing the probability of survival through the 
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access to resources, information transfer and through problem solving among other things 

(Uzzi, 1996, 1997). The study shows the Singapore SMEs are similarly embedded. To 

them, different networks are more pertinent than others for different activities.  It appears 

that the SMEs found that extended family, social and informal networks less useful than 

professional networks and associations.  The professional networks and associations 

would include chambers of commerce, trade associations, and SME interest groups.  It 

appears that these networks offer greater assistance to export and is plausible as they 

would be individuals in these networks who would either expertise or prior experience in 

the export markets.  The experiences, information and contacts that these networks offer 

may be more directly relevant than those offered by the other less useful networks.  On 

hindsight this observation is not peculiar, owners of start-ups may be professionals, hence 

relying on their peers in a convenient way to establish their businesses. 

 

What is clear is that the Singapore SMEs are socially embedded in their domestic inter-

organizational networks. The usefulness of the embeddedness to overseas cooperation 

and ventures depends very much on the information, knowledge and reach of their 

networks. The Networks Study shows that one cannot assume that the family and social 

networks associated with Chinese businesses are the most useful in export activities of 

SMEs.  It provides insights to a better understanding of the networks that are used by 

SMEs.   
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CHAPTER 5 

CULTURAL SIMILARITY AND PARTNER SEARCH 
 
5.1 SMEs and International Cooperation through Joint 
Ventures 
 

East Asia, the region within which the focal firms seek their international partners, is a 

region populated by elements of the Chinese, Indian and Malay Diasporas. The leading 

emerging markets in East Asia are China and India. Most of the focal firms in Singapore 

are Chinese by ethnicity as the Chinese form 85 percent of the Singapore population. In 

Chapter 2, the literature suggests that focal firms in East Asia should start their search 

among other firms with whom they have cultural similarities; i.e. their ethnic or cultural 

cousins.  

 

This chapter reports the Cultural Cousins Study which explores the usefulness of 

searching for partners from similar cultural backgrounds. It seeks to answer the 

suggestion that they seek partners from within their ethnic or cultural cousins. The study 

examines this suggested step indirectly by examining international joint ventures (IJVs) 

between firms of ethnically similar partners and between firms with ethnically dissimilar 

partners: Singapore-with–China and Singapore–with-India international joint ventures. 

Although the study involves existing international joint ventures and joint venture partner 

selection, its selected results that relate to the relations of Singapore firms with partners 

from the two cultures will be instructive for the main research question on the search for 

a suitable partner. These findings indicate that searching for prospects among SMEs from 
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similar ethnicities to that of the focal firm may not provide any advantage over searching 

among other ethnicities.    

 

The study anticipated that focal firms in ethnically similar IJVs, would employ different 

selection criteria, require less control over the IJVs, and report greater satisfaction with 

their partner and less conflicts than the focal firms engaged in ethnically dissimilar IJVs. 

If selecting partners with similar cultures does not reduce the incidence of problems 

associated with international joint ventures, this research will serve to inform focal firms 

in this thesis research whether searching among cultural cousins will be a useful step. 

 

While international joint ventures (IJVs) are a particular type of international cooperative 

arrangement, they share similar features with other forms of international cooperation, in 

particular the search for partners.  IJVs embody all the features of international 

cooperative arrangements as they lie at the end of the continuum of arrangements with 

greater formality in legal contracts, obligations and commitment from both parties in a 

venture that often takes the form of an equity vehicle. Unlike other arrangements that 

might be ad hoc or transactional and contractual in nature, the joint venture has elements 

of ownership and control. The joint venture is also longer in duration as there are 

distribution rights and corporate regulatory obligations upon dissolution.   

 

IJVs like other international cooperative arrangements begin with the search for 

international partners.  Typically, the focal firms begin with a generic search for 

international partners. After identifying prospective partners at the close of the search 
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phase, the focal firms make selections (the selection phase). It is during the selection 

phase that they make the transition to negotiations with the selected candidates 

(negotiation phase). It is during negotiations that the parties determine the type of 

relationships and IJVs may be the result.   

 

If the IJVs involving partners with cultural similarities encounter the same challenges 

highlighted in the cooperation literature as problems affecting cooperation, it would 

suggest that Singapore SMEs need to do more in their search than look for international 

partners employing cultural similarities.  Thence, in this study we examine a particular 

type of relationship with a view to drawing lessons for the search and for other forms of 

relationships. The success of this approach to international partner search - looking 

within cultural cousins – can been seen in the context of  existing IJVs involving cultural 

cousins (Singapore–China) and those IJVs without the cultural or ethnic connections 

(Singapore-India). If such the search, selection and negotiation with prospective partners 

that led to IJVs with culturally similar firms evince issues, it would strongly suggest a 

reconsideration of the strategy of searching for international partners solely employing 

this approach. 

 

The Cultural Cousins Study has been published in the International Entrepreneurship and 

Management Journal in 2009.2 This chapter is based on the relevant portions of the paper 

that are pertinent to the thesis research question.  

                                                 
2 It has been published online in March 2008 in the International Entrepreneurship and Management 
Journal. The research was conducted by this researcher together with Dr. Ravinder K Zutshi. 
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5.2 Impact of Culture on ‘Partner Selection Criteria’ in East 
Asian IJVs 
 

Compelling arguments are made for resorting to partnerships and IJVs (IJVs) in emerging 

economies, which offer tremendous market opportunities.  Khanna and Palepu (1997) 

argue that in emerging economies markets for capital, labor, and goods and services are 

often underdeveloped and local firms can be efficient providers of intermediary services. 

Local firms can contribute value-adding services to the joint venture, which would 

otherwise be unavailable to the subsidiary of a foreign firm. IJV is thus a most effective 

entry mechanism (Beamish and Banks 1987). In East Asia, China in particular, joint 

ventures with local partners have been advocated as being critical to doing business 

(Tsang, 1998). The accepted wisdom is that in order to operate in Asia one has to be 

plugged into the Chinese business networks (Vanhonacker 1997). 

 

In an inter-firm co-operative arrangement trust is essential for developing enduring 

relationship (Carney 1998; Doney, Cannon and Mullen 1998; Reed 2001). In 

environments, which are complex and uncertain, trust allows firms to reduce transaction 

costs (Noordewier, Johnson and Nevin 1990; Williamson 1985). Trust facilitates long-

term relationships between firms and is important for the success of IJVs (Browning, 

Beyer and Shelter 1995; Gulati 1995; Madhok 1995). 

 

Chinese societies are culturally distinct (Chen 1995; Fukuyama 1995; Lal 1998; Redding 

1995; Weidenbaum and Hughes 1996; Whiltley 1992); even the logic for network 

formation is somewhat different. It has been argued that in Chinese culture there is low 



 77 

predisposition to trust, “there is a strong inclination on the part of the Chinese to trust 

only people related to them, and conversely to distrust people outside their family and 

kinship group (Fukuyama, 1995; p. 75).” Chinese business communities operate 

primarily through networks (Kao, 1993; Redding (1995). Confucian ethics provide the 

necessary glue binding Chinese communities not only along cultural, social and 

economic but also along historical and institutional lines (Chen 1995; Fukuyama, 1995; 

Luo 1998; Oh 1991). Lal (1998) attributes this co-operative feature of transacting 

business in Chinese societies to the cosmological beliefs of the Chinese civilization.  

 

The business systems, embedded in networks and alliances that have evolved in countries 

like Taiwan, Hong Kong, Korea and Singapore, are unique (Hamilton and Biggard 1988). 

The continued economic growth in the People’s Republic of China (henceforth called 

China) and the emergence of very efficient Chinese production and trading networks 

(Carney 1998), have prompted many to suggest that the influence of Confucian ethics has 

ramifications on Chinese business practices (Hicks and Redding 1983a, 1983b.; Redding 

2002) and needs to be better understood.  

 

If the traditional Chinese business networks were built around family and ethnic links, 

Singapore has attempted to extend this model of strategic cooperation beyond its borders 

into the non-Sinic regions. Schein (1996) identifies a number of major development eras 

in the evolution of Singapore. In 1965 attracting MNCs (multinational corporations) and 

foreign direct investment was critical to its export-led growth strategy. But after the 

recession of 1987 the emphasis shifted to building an external wing for the Singapore 
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economy. By 1990 the Corporatist State had taken definitive steps toward forging strong 

economic linkages with the neighbouring countries.  

 

This study reports the findings of Singapore joint ventures in China and India. China and 

India represent two dissimilar cultures, one is Confucian and familial and the other 

individualistic (Hofstede 1993). Both countries offer large markets, high growth rates and 

are major destination for foreign direct investments. Singaporeans are well acquainted 

with both countries through social, cultural and economic ties over a long period. Ethnic 

Chinese in Singapore account for over seventy-seven percent of the population and 

dominate the business sector. Ethnic Indians represent less than ten percent of the 

population and have limited presence in business. 

 

While IJVs account for a significant share of foreign direct investments in Peoples 

Republic of China (Beamish 1993) the advantages of partnership are not easily obtained. 

IJVs require mutual accommodation on the part of the partners. When access to local 

knowledge is the driving force, it can be learnt and internalized. In India both Coca Cola 

and Procter and Gamble used IJV as an entry vehicle, but the partnerships were short 

lived. Shaw & Meier (1994) found that the first generation MNCs operating in China 

claimed not to benefit greatly in the way of connections from their IJVs. Studies (Luo 

2002) indicate that in China the percentage of investments made through wholly owned 

subsidiaries has increased in recent years. 
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We investigate the motivation for cooperation the structuring of the joint ventures and its 

implication on the success of the joint ventures.  How does the cultural heritage and 

values that the Singapore Chinese share with their counterparts on the mainland influence 

the IJV formation process and the subsequent relationship with firms in China? Would 

one expect Singapore firms to pursue a more cautious approach when forming IJVs in 

India? This comparative study, of IJVs formed in two dissimilar cultures, contributes to 

our understanding of influence of culture on IJV formation in East Asia, particularly, in 

the partner selection. We explore the issue of trust and our data tends to support recent 

revisionist position that trust in the Chinese society does extend beyond the family 

(Boisot and Child, 1996).  

 

5.3 Joint Ventures between SMEs from Singapore, China 
and India. 
 
Prior studies have focused on IJVs between firms in two countries. Study of the IJV 

formation process in three different countries allows grounding of some variables and 

simplifies situation for sense making. Singapore provides an ideal setting for cross-

cultural studies in strategic alliances and IJVs. Singapore government’s regionalization 

strategy is based on cooperation and networking and aims to help local firms extend their 

operations by partnering with business in the region. It argued that instead of being 

threatened by the new competition firms could experience tremendous growth rates by 

interlocking activities with the emerging opportunities (Singapore Economic 

Development Board, 1993).  

 



 80 

China and India are both emerging economies that offer not only large markets but are 

also better endowed with raw materials, technological and human resources. While 

Singapore has achieved the status of a developed economy its firms are not global players 

and manufacturing in Singapore is still dominated by MNCs. Economic development is 

associated with modernization and technological superiority. Past studies on IJVs 

between developed and emerging economies suggest that market access is a dominant 

motive for firms from developed economies (e.g. Spence et al 2008; McDougall and 

Oviatt, 1996).  The impetus for internationalization would dominate as the motivation for 

the IJVs, hence, 

  

Hypothesis 1A: 

Singapore firms will form IJVs in China and India to access the host country 

markets and not for enhancing the firm’s managerial or technological 

capabilities.  

 

In seeking international cooperation, firms seek competent partners to provide them with 

needed complementary resources (e.g. Kirkels & Duysters, 2010; Hite and Hesterly, 

2001; Zahra et al, 2000). This same motivation should hold regardless the target market, 

thence, 

 

Hypothesis 1B: 

No significant difference is expected between Singapore firm’s motivation to form 

IJV in India and its motivation to form IJV in China. 
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It is argued that culture influences trust building process. Hence cultural similarity will 

result in convergence, facilitate mutual understanding and reduce conflicts (Doney et al., 

1998; Doz, 1985). Johnson et al. (1996) found that while trust begets trust, how trust is 

reciprocated was culture dependent. In their study of Japanese and US alliances they 

discovered that among the Japanese there was a pressure to seek a win-win situation 

(Axelrod 1984) and if the Japanese perceived violation of trust, the cycle quickly turned 

into distrust (Brown, Rugman and Verbeke 1989).  

 

Prior studies have cited cultural differences as a reason for the failure of IJVs. Cultural 

proximity on the other hand is conducive to the adoption of similar communication 

patterns, cultural beliefs and decision-making styles (Chen & Boggs, 1998). These 

similarities can increase mutual understanding between joint venture partners and reduce 

communication barriers and management conflicts. When conflicts do arise, cultural 

similarity makes it easier for firms and their partners to understand each other and to 

resolve differences. Conflict leads to social and economic costs and reduce the level of 

partner commitment (Cullen, Johnson and Sakano 1995). Alliances in the Confucian 

societies are thus expected to be more enduring.  

 

Hypothesis 2:  

Since Singapore firms, share a common Confucian culture with firms in China the 

conflicts encountered in IJV management will be low as compared to conflicts 

encountered when dealing with partners in India. 
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Conflicts can be managed either by right selection of partners or through controls. Numerous 

studies have examined the relationship between conflicts, control (Cullen, Johnson & Sakano 

1994; Gulati, Khanna & Nohria 1994; Mohr & Spekman 1994; Lane & Beamish 1990; Kogut 

1988), ownership (Pan 1996) and IJV success. Control refers to the decisional power of a partner 

and can be affected through various mechanisms of which equity ownership is one (Stopford and 

Wells 1972; Franko 1971; Gomes-Casseres 1989). The other approach is to incorporate control 

features into the joint venture contract and the joint venture operating structure.  

 

Firms focus on control in a joint venture to counteract any opportunistic behavior. When 

both firms are intent on learning from each other, the firm that is lagging behind in 

knowledge will gain disproportionately more. The asymmetrical pattern of pay-off can 

lead to situation, analogous to prisoner's dilemma, where there is incentive to shirk or 

cheat, and pursue individual interests at the expense of the other (Buckley and Casson 

1988; Parkhe 1993; Williamson 1985). When the positional payoffs (Tucker 1991) favor 

one partner and the principle of strict reciprocity breaks down firms may put in place 

elaborate systems of controls. Appropriate design of control mechanisms is important for 

the success of an IJV. 

 

There are many schools of thought on this issue, some advocating dominant control to be 

vested in the foreign partner (Harrigan 1985; Gugler 1992) while others argue for 

balanced control (Eiteman 1990; Lane & Beamish 1990; Bleeke and Ernst 1991). 

Proponents of dominant control suggest that this approach prevents opportunistic 

behavior of partner(s), ensures that the joint venture is managed in one style, and 
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minimizes or resolves conflicts efficiently. Control, however, implies lack of trust and 

counters transactional benefits that may accrue due to the alliance.  

 

Cultural influences on control have been widely studied (Tse, Pan & Au 1997; Kogut & 

Singh 1988). Tse et al found that partners from a high power distance culture preferred 

equity joint ventures as an entry mode.  The need for control is also greater when the 

parties encounter cultural differences and are not familiar with each other.  Other studies 

suggest that as cultural differences increase, the investment in non-deployable assets 

becomes riskier (Kogut and Singh 1988) and foreign firms may prefer less equity 

involvement. Bleeke and Ernst (1991) found that joint ventures with an even split of 

ownership are more likely to succeed as opposed to those in which one partner holds a 

majority equity stake. Prior results are inconclusive. We would, however argue that a 

firm’s equity investment in an IJV would be influenced by its motivation (strategic 

intent). Considering that the government in Singapore has been encouraging the domestic 

firms to regionalize through IJVs it is expected that Singapore firms would be looking at 

the long term perspective when investing in the IJVs.   

Hypothesis 3:  

Since Singapore firms share the Confucian culture with Chinese firms they would 

place less importance on dominant control when forming IJVs in China as compared 

to India.  

 

Hypothesis 4: 

 Singapore firms will seek majority equity stake in its IJVs in China and India. 
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5.4 Research Methodology 

This study focused on the Singapore partners in the IJVs formed by Singapore firms in 

China and India. The research population and sample consisted of Singapore-owned 

firms known to the Singapore Trade Development Board (STDB) to have joint ventures 

in China and India. However, the population identified is not comprehensive because 

there is no compulsory registration of overseas investment by Singapore firms. 

"Singapore-owned firms" are defined as firms, which are at least 51% owned by 

Singaporeans. Questionnaires were mailed to 295 Singapore firms who had IJVs in China 

and 80 Singapore firms who had IJVs in India. Covering letters requested that they return 

the questionnaires within a month in the enclosed business reply envelopes and a letter 

from the STDB, a partner in this research, was enclosed. Responses were received from 

64 firms with joint ventures in China and 35 Singapore firms with joint ventures in India, 

which amounted to a response rate of approximately 20.34% (China sample) and 43.75% 

(India sample). Out of these responses, 10 (China sample) and 7 (India sample) had to be 

discarded as being unsuitable or incomplete.  

 

The research instrument used relevant existing instruments with minor amendments being 

made to the scales whilst maintaining construct equivalence. A questionnaire developed 

by Demirbag, et. al. (1995) was used to measure reasons for venturing into China and 

India.  For measuring motivation for forming the joint ventures the questionnaire 

developed by Hung (1992) was used. The list of criteria for partner selection was adopted 

from Geringer (1991) questionnaire. Multiple-item constructs were developed to measure 

conflict management and control. The measure for conflict was based on Habib's (1987) 
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scale assessing conflict among joint venture partners. Habib isolated fourteen conflict 

issues in the joint venture relationship relating to, for instance, partner's handling of 

financial matters. This scale was simplified and reduced to eight conflict issues. Control 

indicates the extent of influence the Singapore partner exercise over decisions. 

Respondents were asked to comment on the extent of control that they liked to exercise in 

the IJV. Control is also measured in terms of equity holdings and decision-making 

authority. Success of the joint venture relationship is measured on a scale of 1 to 5 based 

on a single construct of perceived satisfaction (Cullen et. al., 1995).  

 

The questionnaire was translated into Mandarin for use with Chinese-educated 

respondents who had formed joint ventures in China and back translated, for content 

validity. Both the English and Chinese versions of the questionnaire were pre-tested; 

minor changes to the questionnaire format resulted. General questions relating to the 

Singapore parent, the joint venture and the Chinese partner, such as core business and 

annual turnover in Singapore $, were included in the questionnaire so as to capture the 

profile of the Singapore firms investing in China and India. 

 
5.5 Findings 

Even though manufacturing in Singapore is dominated by MNCs the local manufacturing 

firms form the major group investing in IJVs in China. Singapore firms' investments in 

China as well as in India are predominantly in manufacturing, transportation and logistics 

(Table 5-1). They are also mostly SMEs. More than two-third (72.2%) of the firms in our 

sample, investing in China, reported turnover volume of less than Singapore $100 million 
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and 42.6% of the firms employed less than 100 employees.  The firms investing in India 

were larger, more than 60% of the surveyed firms reported turnover of more than 

Singapore$ 100 million and 71.4% of the firms employed more than 100 employees. 
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Table 5-1 Business of Joint Venture 
China (missing = 4) India (missing = 3) Industry 
Number 
of firms 

Percentage Ranking Number 
of firms 

Percentage Ranking 

Metal Fabrication & 
Machinery 

13 26.0 1 2 8.0 3 

Real Estate 9 18.0 2 2 8.0 3 
Others 9 18.0 2 9 36.0 1 
Transportation, 
Logistics & 
Warehousing 

8 16.0 3 5 20.0 2 

Construction 3 6.0 4 1 4.0 4 
Trading 3 6.0 4 0 0 - 
Business/Engineering 
Services 

2 4.0 5 0 0 - 

Hotels & Lodging 2 4.0 5 0 0 - 
Chemicals, 
Petroleum, Rubber & 
Plastics 

1 2.0 6 2 8.0 3 

Food & Beverages 0 0 - 2 8.0 3 
Paper, Printing & 
Publishing 

0 0 - 1 4.0 4 

Computer Software 0 0 - 1 4.0 4 
Total 50 100.00  25 100.00  
(Missing value: 4) 

 

Emerging markets of India and China have been attracting large inflows of FDI (foreign 

direct investments). In China a significant share of these inflows were from the countries 

in Asia and primarily because of the potential size of their markets. Singapore 

investments in these countries are also primarily market driven. It suggests that Singapore 

Government’s initiatives and its regionalization drive has had a positive impact on the 

outflows of FDI.  

 

5.5.1 Motivation for Joint Venture Formation  

That Singapore firms would form IJVs with the local partners with the intent of 

enhancing their market power in the host countries (Hypothesis 1A, 1B) is supported. 
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Findings indicate that, in both countries, IJVs were formed primarily to utilize partner’s 

knowledge of local market and to gain better access to local markets (Table 5-2). The 

position that motivation to form IJVs is a strategic decision driven by financial and 

competitive considerations and should not be influenced by cultural factors is maintained. 

Local partners in emergent economies are similarly drawn by their own strategic 

considerations and often form IJVs with the intent of obtaining access not only to capital 

but also to technology and export markets. Conflicting strategic intents suggest that 

Singapore firms should find it problematic to find right partners.   

 

Finding a trustworthy partner with compatible objectives was also rated as the most 

problematic issue in IJV formation (Table 5-3). The results are contrary to expectations.  

Singapore firms claimed that they had found it more difficult to find a trustworthy partner 

in China than in India. The expectation that cultural similarities would cement ties, build 

trust and make it easier to for, IJVs does not appear to hold true in our study. Findings 

(Table 5-3) suggest that Singapore firms find it harder to negotiate with Chinese than 

they do with the counterparts in India. It may be argued that institutional systems, a well 

developed legal system which Singapore shares in common with India, is a source of 

trust.  
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Table 5-2 Motivation for Joint Venture Formation 

China India  
Motivation 

Mean Rank Mean Rank 
T-test 

1 Gain better access to local market 2.25 1 1.57 1 -1.588 
2 Exploit new investment opportunities 2.27 2 2.46 4 .733 
3 Meet existing government requirements 2.55 3 2.18 3 -1.398 
4 Utilize the partner’s knowledge of 

the local market and business 
practices 

2.68 4 1.75 2 -2.116 
 

5 Utilize the partner’s operational 
capabilities  

2.80 5 3.04 10 .979 

6 Utilize the local technical capabilities 2.84 6 3.32 11 1.940 
7 Obtain preferential treatment by the 

host government 
2.88 7 3.00 8 .494 

8 Spread the risk of establishing an enterprise 2.94 8 2.54 6 -1.581 
9 Develop cultural familiarity 2.98 9 2.54 5 -1.942 
10 Secure projects from the local 

authorities 
3.02 10 3.57 13 1.807 

11 Become ‘global’ more quickly 3.10 11 2.96 7 -.445 
12 Minimize capital investment 3.16 12 3.00 8 -.607 
13 Utilize the partner’s contribution in 

terms of management expertise 
3.18 13 3.32 11 .578 

14 Generate new ideas for our company 3.41 14 3.68 14 1.010 
15 Acquire the host country technology 3.82 15 4.29 15 2.060 
NOTE: 1= very important, 5 = not important; significant at 5% level of confidence 

 

5.5.2 Management Style and Control  

How do Singapore firms deal with the issue of management and control? Firms were 

asked to state their preferred approach to ensuring a degree of control on their IJV 

investments. In both samples, firms stated that they preferred dominant control, i.e., a 

major say in the strategy formulation and implementation (Table 5-4). Need for dominant 

control may imply lack of trust. It has been argued that firms from similar cultures may 

be willing to share control. Our findings do not support this position since Singapore 

firms opted for dominant control both in India and in China. Hypothesis 3 is rejected.  
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Table 5-3 Problems Encountered In Identifying and Selecting a Partner 
China India  

Problems 
Mean Rank Mean Rank 

T-test 

2 In finding a trust-worthy partner 2.04 1 2.69 1 2.101 
1 In finding a partner with compatible 

objectives 
2.35 2 3.08 4 2.762 

9 In meeting local government’s legal 
restrictions on collaborative agreements 

2.55 3 2.72 2 .662 

5 In agreeing with partner on how alliance 
is to be managed 

2.58 4 3.24 6 2.885 

6 In agreeing with partner on how future 
benefits are to be shared 

2.73 5 3.48 10 3.362 

4 Due to lack of human resources to enter 
into alliances 

2.74 6 3.38 8 2.106 

10 In agreeing with partner on each party’s 
contribution to the alliance 

2.75 7 3.36 7 2.648 

8 Due to differences in corporate 
culture/organizational structure 
hampering formation negotiations 

2.83 8 3.12 5 1.286 

7 Due to differences in personal 
social/cultural attitudes hampering 
formation negotiations 

2.98 9 3.00 3 .083 

11 In finding a partner with compatible size 
and bargaining strength 

3.06 10 3.40 9 1.361 

3 Due to lack of funding to search for 
alliance partners 

3.45 11 3.81 11 1.331 

Note: 1= strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree  Confidence Interval = 95% 
 

When asked about their equity investments, more than half (54%) of the respondent firms 

reported that they have majority equity holding in the IJV (Table 5-5). This finding is 

consistent with their preference for dominant control (Table 5-4). It is also in keeping 

with the findings (Tse, Pan & Au 1997) that firms from high power distance societies 

prefer majority equity holding and dominant control and hypothesis 4 is supported. 
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Table 5-4 Singapore Firm’s Preferred Style of Management Control 
China (Missing = 3) India (Missing = 1) Management 
Number of 
firms  

Percentage Ranking Number of 
firms  

Percentage Ranking 

Dominant 32 62.7 1 20 71.43 1 
Shared 9 17.6 2 3 10.71 3 
Minority 8 15.7 3 0 0 - 
Independent 2 3.9 4 4 17.86 2 
Total 51 100.00  27 100.00  
 
 
Table 5-5 Equity Level of Singapore Parent Firm in the Joint Venture with Indian 
and Chinese Firms 

China (missing = 2) India (missing = 2) Ownership 
Number 
of firms 

Percentage Ranking Number 
of firms 

Percentage Ranking 

< 25% 9 17.0 3 3 11.5 3 
26%-50% 14 26.7 2 8 30.8 2 
More than 
50% 

29 56.3 1 15 57.7 1 

Total 52 100.00  26 100.00  
 

 

5.5.3 Conflicts  

The respondents were asked to comment on the frequency of conflicts encountered. As 

shown by the mean values (Table 5-6) all of the listed conflict types were reported to be 

less than moderately frequent in occurrence.  Partner's handling of financial matters was 

rated the most frequently encountered cause of conflict in both samples. Interestingly 

even though 29% of the IJVs in China were in the manufacturing sector, product related 

conflicts were ranked as the least of causes of disagreement. Again we see very little 

difference in the responses in the two samples. 
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Table 5-6 Types of Conflicts 
CHINA (N=49) INDIA (N=24) 

Problems 
Mean Rank Mean Rank 

T-test 

The partner’s handling of financial 
matters. 

3.20 1 3.24 1 .756 

The placement of parent company 
personnel in JV. 

3.31 2 4.04 8 -2.229 

The partner’s attempt to control 
key decisions in the JV. 

3.41 3 3.44 2 -.450 

Expansion strategies and plans in 
the JV. 

3.42 4 3.50 3 .358 

The partner’s attempt to make 
changes in the terms of the JV 
contract. 

3.50 5 3.60 4 -.157 

The division of benefits between 
the partners. 

3.51 6 3.76 6 -.609 

Separating the operations of the JV 
from those of the parent company. 

3.67 7 3.80 7 .337 

Product proliferation 3.78 8 3.68 5 .947 
Note: 1 = always disagree, 5 = never disagree  Confidence Interval = 95% 
 

5.5.4 Success of the IJV 

The perceived success was measured on a number of dimensions (Table 5-7). We asked 

the respondents to comment on the overall satisfaction with IJV and on the average they 

were indifferent. This was again true for both the samples. 
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Table 5-7 Perceived Success of the Joint Venture 

China India  
Problems 

Mean Rank Mean Rank 
T-test 

1 In general, our relationship 
with our local partner is 
satisfactory 

2.08 1 2.04 1 -.177 

2 All in all, our local partner 
has been fair with us 

2.28 2 2.19 3 -.427 

3 Overall, our local partner is a 
good company with which to 
do business 

2.42 3 2.12 2 -1.431 

5 Overall, our local partners' 
policies and programs benefit 
the alliance 

2.51 4 2.38 6 -.554 

4 We are satisfied with the 
performance of our local 
partner in the alliance 

2.55 5 2.31 4 -1.065 

6 We will definitely form new 
alliances with the present 
partner in future if there are 
new ventures that will fit us 
well 

2.64 6 2.35 5 -1.063 

11 *The alliance has shown less 
growth potential than we 
hoped (inversed) 

2.75 7 2.92 10 .628 

8 Overall, we consider the 
alliance to be successful 

2.75 7 2.58 8 -.677 

10 The alliance has met our 
expectation 

3.02 8 2.81 9 -.824 

9 The alliance output has 
achieved good market 
penetration 

3.02 8 2.4 7 -2.559 

13 The alliance has achieved 
growth goals set for the last 
five years 

3.17 9 3.21 11 .160 

12 The alliance has achieved 
profit goals set for the last 
five years 

3.24 10 3.25 12 .022 

7 The alliance is more 
profitable than we expected 

3.32 11 3.44 13 .403 

Note: 1= strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree; *: 1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree 
 Confidence Interval = 95% 
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5.6 Discussion 

The primary intent of this research was to determine the impact of culture on the structure 

of IJVs, the management of IJVs and the success of IJVs. 

 

While firms in Singapore seek partners who are trustworthy the focus on dominant 

control borders on distrust of others. No doubt trustworthy partners, as they claim, were 

difficult to find. But interestingly the level of difficulty encountered was significantly 

more in China than in India (Table 5-3). Is Chinese society predisposed to low trust 

(Fukuyama 1995)? The difficulty in finding trustworthy partners may be attributed to the 

fact that majority of firms in our sample were SMEs, dependant on personal knowledge 

rather than impersonal but formal criteria to guide partner selection (Table 3). In the face 

of limited information whose reliability is questionable, firms would be circumspect and 

put high value on credibility.  

 

5.6.1 The Familial System, Conflicts and Success of IJVs 

Why is partner commitment such an important issue for the Singapore firms? In a joint 

venture resource commitments can be agreed and formalized through contracts, and a 

control mechanism can be put in place for ensuring compliance. However, 

institutionalized controls, or organizational structures, which are negotiated, elaborated, 

reproduced and transformed (Gouldner 1973; Lane and Bachmann 1998) are inadequate 

to ensure compliance. Fox (1974) suggests that trust is a discretionary resource and that 

there will be a whole series of contingent negotiated trade-offs within reciprocal 

relations, in which diffused obligations are promised and expected and some specified 
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exchanges and outcomes that are contracted and enforced. From a realistic perspective 

(Reed 2001) trust and control are not two sides of a coin, instead the trade-offs are 

between commitment and compliance. Controls may force compliance but it does not 

necessarily lead to commitment.  

 

Singapore firms in our sample were focused on finding partners who could be trusted, not 

just to comply but to contribute social capital to the joint venture. If “guanxi” or 

connections are important to doing business in China it stands to reason that commitment 

is important. It is therefore, understandable why these rather than “task-related” factors 

were singularly important in partner selection. However, having structured the IJV, the 

Singapore firms reported that the conflicts were low (Table 5-6) and the joint ventures 

were not perceived as failures (Table 5-7).  

 

This is another reason why obtaining commitment of the partner is important. Concern 

for order or harmony (Hamilton and Biggart, 1988) strengthened by reciprocity and 

personalism is central to the Chinese value system (Redding, 2000). When seeking 

harmony the concern is with behavior and the issues are primarily of “benevolence” and 

“integrity”. To obtain commitment firms adopt caution and resort to selectivity in 

identifying partners. Our findings indicate that the Singapore firms depended primarily 

on direct personal knowledge or that obtained through business associates to identify the 

prospective partners. Differences are resolved through mutual accommodation with the 

intentionality of building trust. Once joint ventures are formed they are enduring. This is 

supported by studies which report that the IJVs in China have been relatively more stable 
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and successful (Beamish, 1993; Davidson, 1987; Newman, 1992; Yan, 1998). Our 

findings that the level of conflicts is low also suggest that the parties to the joint venture 

want to maintain a harmonious relationship.  

 

Fukuyama (1995) asserts that familial system limits people to trusting only those related 

to them and conversely the system develops distrust for people outside their family and 

kinship group. This assertion does not square with our findings. Singapore joint ventures’ 

investments in India, as a percentage of total foreign direct investments in India, also 

compare favorably with Singapore joint venture investments in China as a percentage of 

foreign direct investment in China.  

 

The assertion that Chinese build networks around family or ethnic groups has been 

questioned (Li, Khatri and Lam, 1999, Boisot & Child, 1996). Historically Chinese 

business in East Asia has prospered not only in States with Chinese majority, such as, 

Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan, but also in Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and 

Philippines, where ethnic Chinese are a minority. In these states the Chinese business 

forged partnerships with the local business and political elites. What is as significant is 

that for the Singapore firms it was as easy and as satisfactory to form IJVs in India as in 

China.  

 

The influence of Chinese culture on firm growth and its competitive behavior has deeper 

implications. Many scholars (Fukuyama, 1995; Jenner, 1992; Lal, 1998) argue that the 

familial values has prevented the emergence of modern commercial market economy in 
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Peoples Republic of China, and that the lack of social trust, which is engendered by the 

familial system, will make it difficult for modern corporate form of business 

organizations to develop in Sinic cultures.  

 

As we discovered “guanxi” continues to be an enduring concept in Chinese society. The 

concept of “guanxi” is more than crony capitalism where reciprocity is implicit and there 

is also an underlying ethical notion that a party to a relationship (guanxi) should behave 

uprightly (Yueng & Tung 1996). As Silos (1998, p. 264) argues the Chinese organization 

is, “a community in which cooperation, respect, trust, loyalty, interdependence, and 

similar elements of traditional culture form the backbone on which are fleshed out the 

strategies and techniques for the attainment of goals.” Confucius’ goal was social 

solidarity, bringing outsiders into the fold of insiders and his ethics creates an 

environment where reciprocal obligations and the notion of face (avoiding conflicts) 

develop trust in relationships. Therefore if Singapore firms place high importance on 

identifying firms in China which possess “guanxi”, it could be interpreted that they 

realize the importance of becoming insiders. 

 

Culture has a determining impact on business systems, particularly, in the context of 

IJVs. Our findings confirm that Singapore firms seek long-term and harmonious 

relationships when searching for partners. However, the partner selection process is 

culturally neutral, guided by commercial interests rather than affinity to a particular 

culture. The argument that in East Asia connections rather than commercial interests 

dictate joint venture formation appears to be specious. Singapore firms were as successful 
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in their joint ventures in India as in China. While cultural artefacts influence IJV 

formation they do not constrain Chinese firms from establishing IJVs outside ethnic 

boundaries.  

 

Results based on a sample of Singapore firms alone impose limitations on generalizing 

the findings to the Chinese businesses at large. Do the firms from Peoples Republic of 

China follow a similar approach when forming joint ventures in other countries remains a 

question for future research?  

 

5.7 Lessons for Thesis Research 

While the Cultural Cousins Study involved IJVs, a specific form of international 

cooperation, the lessons drawn from it for this thesis are relevant as the focus of this 

thesis is on the international partner search with which all international cooperation 

begins. The study examined the question of cultural ethnicity on the features of the IJV 

that provided indications on the usefulness of searching within the focal firm’s ethnic or 

cultural cousins. It was found that the desire for control and ownership and level of 

conflicts were no less when IJV partners were cultural cousins (Singapore Chinese with 

China Chinese) as compared to those with unrelated cultural or ethnic ties (Singapore 

Chinese with Indians).  

 

One implication for the thesis research is that Singapore SMEs seeking cooperation need 

to do more than identify suitable cultural cousins as prospects when they are search for 

international partners. They need to do more than search within the bonds of kinship or 
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cultural similarity. The choice of ethnic Chinese for international cooperation partners 

does not ensure that Singapore SMEs will experience fewer conflicts, greater satisfaction 

nor the need for less control. The findings have indirect implications on the search 

processes to be employed by Singapore SME-owners. The initial proposed solution that 

they look within their ethnic circles overseas is not a good solution. This study provides 

some explanation for the anecdotal evidence that the Singapore SMEs venturing into 

China more often than not do not have satisfactory outcomes. There is, thus, a need to 

embark on the other studies in the thesis research on the factors contributing to the 

international search process and details on the actual search processes described in 

Chapters 5 and 6 that follow. 
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CHAPTER 6 

FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO SEARCH SUCCESS 
 

6.1 Seeking inputs from SMEs with International 
Cooperation Experience  
 
This chapter reports the Search Factors Study, the first qualitative study involving the 

interviews of 33 SME-owners with international cooperation experience: the experts. The 

aim of the study is first, to ascertain the importance of the search in the international 

cooperation process, and, second, to identify the factors deemed important by the SMEs 

for successful partner search using the grounded theory approach. With the first two 

studies (Networks and Cultural Cousins studies) not finding full support that the focal 

firms to conduct their international partner search within their traditional networks and 

businessmen with similar ethnic background, it is necessary to explore how they can 

circumvent or overcome the challenges faced in the search process and to identify the 

factors contributing to their search success.  

 

The study involved the interview of SME owners with international cooperative 

arrangements.  A qualitative approach is adopted as it is the most appropriate means to 

explore the search process. To better understand the search process, the study explored 

with the full spectrum of their cooperation experiences from inception to the 

implementation of the cooperative arrangement. Understanding the SMEs’ experiences 

with cooperation from inception to implementation, will provide indications on what 

factors play an important part during the search. The chapter outlines the research method 
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adopted, the findings of the study reported along key themes, and the insights for the 

solution concept. 

 

It employed the grounded theory approach. This approach is appropriate as the aim is to 

explore the empirical evidence, to obtain explanatory value and to infer applicable theory 

from the empirical data to build actionable knowledge (Gummerson, 1991; Yin, 2003; 

and Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The key criterion in this approach is the research must be 

grounded in the actual field work with the theory that arising from the data collected. 

This approach is relevant as the objective of the thesis research is to find out the 

important factors in effective international partner search. Hence, the researcher 

approached the interviewees without a pre-imposed framework. This approach does not 

preclude the research from being guided by prior research before embarking on the study 

or during its progress.  The field work generates interview and observation data that is 

scrutinized to see what ideas (codes) exist that may suggest relationships between the 

various codes.  

 

Interviews were conducted with thirty-three SME owners. These SME owners were 

chosen on the basis that they had international cooperation. They are in essence experts 

who are able to provide pertinent information. Trained research assistants conducted the 

interviews employing an interview schedule that permitted room for probing questions to 

be added by the interviewers. The duration of each interview was from one and a half to 

two hours. The interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed.  
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6.1.1 Interview Schedule 

The interviews were semi-structured with the interview schedule modeled around the 

steps in the formation of an international cooperative arrangement. The interview 

schedule was pilot tested on two experts drawn from the faculty at the Singapore 

Management University and on three entrepreneurs. The interviews followed the 

sequence of steps shown in Figure 6-1 with the interviewers being trained to be alert to 

the iterative nature of the process.  However, the focus of the thesis research is in the 

search phase demarcated with the two vertical dotted lines in Figure 6-1. 

 

 
Figure 6-1: Steps in Process of the Formation of International Cooperation 
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In the interviews we explored the strategies adopted by the SME-owners in their search, 

in particular, the processes involved and steps leading to the cooperation. A SME 

searching for a suitable partner would rationally find out about various locations, identify 

a location of choice, and generate a list of prospective business associates (the term 

“prospective partner” is applied to the individual and organization with whom the focal 

firm is exploring the possibility of an international cooperative arrangement). The 

selection phase, which is not part of this thesis, would entail choosing from the list of 

prospects. Negotiation with the chosen firm then follows with the entry into an 

international cooperative arrangement and its subsequent management. 

 
 
The process would be sequential but may be iterative with feedback between the stages as 

shown in Figure 6-1. The interviewees were asked about one of their successful 

cooperative arrangements where success refers to the longest or most satisfactory 

cooperative arrangement. The interviews sought to find out how this arrangement came 

into being, the factors that contributed to its success or failure as the case may be. Of 

particular interest is how the focal firms were able to bridge the gap between the parties 

as the differences in language, culture, national industry configurations, and business 

practices would have created apprehensions on the part of the focal firm in their search.  

The focal firms may have adopted certain search processes that bridged the gaps.  

 

Care was taken to ensure that there was no respondent bias that might arise from the use 

of certain words. For example, to avoid likely bias that may arise through the use of the 

word “trust,” the interview schedule made no reference to it.  Instead, the interviewers 
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used a neutral term “apprehensions.” This usage was suggested from the pilot interviews 

which revealed that respondents tended to launch into a discourse on trust when the terms 

“trust” or “distrust” were used.  When the word “trust” was used, instead of providing 

information about their arrangements, they provided information about the value of trust 

or the impact of distrust in general which did not prove to be of use. 

 

6.1.2 Coding 

The interview transcripts were subjected to textual analysis. The interviews were coded 

using NVivo software. Two research assistants were trained code the interviews. The 

researcher met with the research assistants to develop the codes before the two assistants 

coded the interview transcripts.  Coding entailed reading the thirty-three interviews and 

identifying key themes in the data as they emerged. This coding and recording of the 

transcripts yielded a comprehensive searchable database in NVivo that was content-

analyzed through the coding.  There was iteration between the data and theory to explore 

tentative constructs and relationships between them, to create pertinent questions and 

frameworks. In grounded theory research, there was a need to abandon or modify 

tentative hypotheses and to retain the ones possessing greater validity with the "collateral 

context" (March, Sproull and Tamuz, 1991) that the data on offered. The researcher used 

two different coders to ensure that there was a degree of objectivity. Coding schemes 

were developed for the data analysis.  The interviews were coded by two coders, who 

worked independently in coding the interview transcripts using NVivo. The inter-coder 

reliability ranged from 79% to 94 % on the various codes (variables identified), with the 

overall inter-coder reliability at 83%.   
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6.1.3 The SME-owners interviewed  

As there is no register of SMEs with international business dealings/transactions, the 

study involved SMEs who were approached on the basis of their willingness to 

participate in the study and their involvement in international operations. The SMEs 

employed less than 500 employees. All but two them have less than 100 employees with 

eight of the SMEs having less than 10 employees.  They each had at least one 

international cooperative arrangement with a regional business enterprise. The 

arrangements range from agency and distribution to joint ventures. As is characteristic of 

many SMEs in Singapore, the sample comprises a majority of SMEs who are in 

commerce/trade. Their arrangements in these instances took the form of long term supply 

or distribution contracts. The countries of the “partner” firms stretch from China to 

Europe. 

 

27% of the respondents have international cooperative arrangements that were less than 5 

years old. A majority of their international cooperative arrangements (41%) are between 

6 to 10 years in age. Four of them (18%) reported arrangements that are between 16 to 20 

years in duration.  The longest time taken to arrive at an arrangement is between 6 

months to a year (10%; 2 firms). None of them took more than a year.  A third (7 firms) 

concluded their arrangements within a month and 20% (4 firms) took between 2 to 5 

months to arrive at an arrangement. 
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An summary table of the interviewees, their industries, the nature of their relationships 

and the countries of their“partners” are shown in Annex 2.  The interview schedule is 

appended to this thesis as Annex 3. 

 

6.2 Research Findings – Factors for International Partner 
Search Success 
 
The key findings from the interviews surround the following themes: 

Important factors for partner search success – this section records the coding of the 

transcripts on what appears to be key success factors in the partner search. The 

respondents highlighted  

o the need to be purposeful in their search,  
o preparing for international partner search,  
o focus on identifying prospects,  
o being able to source for contacts 
o the role of information gathering and contacts in the search 

• The role of social activities in the search 
• The use of information processing heuristics 

o Importance of building relationships 
o Taking the first steps of commitment  
o Search criteria   

 

6.2.1 Purposeful Partner Search  

All the respondents were asked about their choice of overseas markets and the level of 

apprehension they felt at the outset. It was expected that the respondents would engage in 

a systematic approach beginning with the choice of the overseas markets before venturing 

abroad. In contrast to domestic partner search where the focal firm could afford to be 

opportunistic, it was anticipated that with the unfamiliarity of overseas markets and the 
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risks involved, the search would be systematic – beginning with a systematic choice of 

location.  

 

The decision of the focal firms to decide upon venturing abroad could be a result of 

internal and external influences. Internal influences would include excess production 

capacity that the overseas markets could help solve. They could also include members of 

staff eager to explore new markets for business and non-business reasons such as 

emigration purposes. The external influences would include the limitations of the small 

domestic market in Singapore, the behavior of their SME peers and/or competitors, and 

the encouragement of the government in promoting the establishment of Singapore’s 

external wing. Coupled in the decision to engage in foreign operations, there would be a 

choice of the markets.  

 

Contrary to expectations, most of the respondents did not embark on a systematic search. 

It did not always start with the location.   Instead their forays were opportunistic in the 

same sense as domestic dealings – they acted upon opportunities when they appeared or 

when they spotted opportunities. A number of them reported that their overseas ventures 

were a result of cold calls from overseas enquirers. They had not planned to venture 

abroad but when approached with proposals, they then considered the proposals. Case 6-

18 documents that their partners identified them through their internet website. 

 

Foremost in the minds of the focal firms is the business purpose behind the international 

partner search.  The coding of the interviews reveals that the chief reason for venturing 
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overseas was business expansion (28.13% of the interview coded indicated this as a 

reason). 28.13% of interviews also indicated the acquisition of products is a reason the 

SMEs sought overseas cooperation. Third among the reasons given is related to 

expansion, profit was indicated. The interview accounts, extracts from which are used to 

illustrate subsequent points below, highlight the importance of having a purpose to the 

international partner search.  

 

6.2.2 Prepare for International Partner Search 

The focal firms emphasize as key to their success, preparation. It could take the form of 

learning about cultures, national regulations, and industry differences among others 

before taking the plunge as the interviewee in Case 6-8 recounts: 

Different countries will have different models so I have to learn about the different 
cultures before venturing out into the individual countries. But I find that when you 
watch TV ah, I see the entrepreneurs ah, they always say different countries different 
working styles, and the way they do things are very different. Then you will find out how 
sheltered we are in Singapore. … For example, you can go out to a country and set up a 
company and it can take months to incorporate a company whereas in Singapore, all it 
takes is just a day. So easy. You go to another place; it has taken us 4 months. Because 
we are dealing with cultures, and some cultures don't believe in rushing things. In HK, no 
problem, they are just like Singapore.  …  
So there is a different kind of standard in the different countries.  

Case 6-8 
 
 

6.2.3 Identify prospects 

As noted earlier, most of the SME-owners did not employ a systematic search for the 

location examining the location prior to sourcing prospects. The predominant approach 

appeared to be to do both simultaneously with an emphasis on the move to a location 
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when they have found someone they can trust. The priority is on the partner search and 

not the location search. 

 

Six respondents chose the location because they were approached by businesses from that 

location (one indicated the “presence of the partner” and five cases reported being 

“contacted by partner”). Examples of how the person of the likely partner was more 

important than a systematic choice of the location can be seen in the following interview 

extracts: 

“Why do you choose Hong Kong? 
Because I have people to bring me there. I will not go to any given country unless I have 
found a partner. That means I will not think about a country unless there is a partner who 
can make it happen!”  

Case 6-8 
 
“One of the Malaysian owners, Mrs. Tham, had first approached Mrs Anastasia Liew to 
distribute and sell the Malaysian partner’s mooncakes back in 1992 after a chance 
meeting during a business seminar.  The partner’s location in Johore Bahru, Malaysia 
inadvertently led to BSCS entering into such an international co-operation.”  

Case 6-6 
 
“The organization found us. They started first, initiating contact. Let’s say you apply for 
a job, sometimes they come after you. You may apply for 3 or 4, so maybe this company 
is not interested in you. And the other 2 companies are interested in you. So you go after 
them as well right? You don’t wait for them. Sometimes you may look for them and ask 
if you can go for a 2nd interview.”  

Case 6-5 
 
Hence it is the person of the prospective partner that is important. The presence of the 

prospective partner may determine the location rather than the hypothesized sequence of 

location choice preceding the prospecting phase. Here, we note that the social capital of 

the focal firm’s owner/entrepreneur plays an important factor as it is through the contacts 

and networks that the firm is known and an approach may be made by prospective 
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partners.  The choice of the person over the location or the coincidence of both person 

and location, points to the importance of knowing more about the prospective partner. 

 

6.2.3.1 Source for contacts 

It is important to the SMEs to have sources from which they could obtain "leads,” 

contacts, and information. The presence of sources for the prospects in the search enabled 

the respondents to enter into negotiations and then the formation of the cooperative 

arrangements. Some of the respondents used friends (6 respondents) and clients (1 

respondent) as go-betweens to link them to the prospects. The use of go-betweens is 

mixed: 7 who did and 10 who did not.  The immediate text surrounding the responses to 

the questions did not elaborate on the value of the go-betweens other than to link the 

focal firm to the prospect. 

 

The usefulness of networks varied: eight respondents indicated they did not employ any 

specific formal method and did not refer to networks.  6 of them did use networks; 4 

relied on public information and 2 on personal contacts.  Most of the interviewees 

indicated that they used their networks of contacts as source of leads to possible partners 

and information about them.  

 

6.2.3.1.1 Informational Role of the sources  

The respondents used their market contacts, networks and friends to seek out information 

about their prospective partners. 
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The interviewees were asked to assess the role of a third party as a referee on 

trustworthiness, employing the question “How would the comments of a 3rd party affect 

your judgement on the trustworthiness of your partner?” A majority of the coded 

responses pointed to little impact on their assessments (ten cases). The sentiment 

expressed took the form such as “Depends. The credibility of the third party is an 

important factor. However, if our partners are very trustworthy, our positions will not be 

easily swayed.” 

 
Where the third parties are their friends, one of two approaches was adopted.  One group 

relied on their friends’ judgements, the other only used the information provided by their 

friends and made their own decision. When asked their assessments on the role of a third 

party as a referee on trustworthiness, employing the question “How would the comments 

of a 3rd party affect your judgement on the trustworthiness of your partner?” the majority 

of the coded responses pointed to little impact on their assessments (ten cases). The 

sentiment expressed took the form such as “Depends. Thence, the information and value 

attributed to it depended on the trustworthiness of the informants. 

 

When the SMEs finally decide upon their partners for the international collaborative 

arrangements, information about them plays an important role. In Case 6-13 below, the 

information was about competence and complementarity of skills and expertise.  
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I knew them both personally. Before I entered into this cooperation, I had already 
socialized with them for some years and I knew them as good friends. Our similar 
backgrounds caused us to get to know each other better as the years went along, so based 
upon my personal experiences with them both, I chose them. We complemented each 
other in many ways (not just in a business manner, but also in a social manner) and that 
compatibility between us helped bring this cooperation together also. And looking at it 
from a financial and business perspective only, they had extreme competence with 
software programming and development, which was what I needed regarding my 
company’s software designs. 

Case 6-13 
 

Noting the apparent role of information and the gathering of information, our attention in 

coding of the interview transcripts turned to information and its role in establishing 

cooperation. Taken in that light, a secondary purpose of social interactions and 

relationship building became evident – information gathering. The extracts from 

interviews with Cases 6-6, 6-3 & 6-13 below illustrate this. 

Examples:  
Question; Did you find your networks useful in contributing to the trust or distrust of the 
candidates for cooperation? 
Answer: Yes, there can be quite useful if information about business partners are 
required. 

Case 6-6 
 
So during gathering with some friends and business partners, you would also check with 
others in the market to see if a particular potential partner is trustable. 

Case 6-3 
 
I have spent time socializing with them, at dinner parties, at bars, at sports events 
(especially cricket), and family gatherings. All of this was enough for me to base my 
judgement on what I know about them and their competence in this industry. 

Case 6-13 

 

6.2.3.2 The role of social activities in the search The interviewees mentioned social 

activities such as karaoke sessions, meals and golf. The real purpose behind the social 
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activities is information gathering. As the account below illustrates (the key words are 

italicized by the researcher): 

 
 
 
Example: 
“The activities’ main purpose was to seek an understanding of the workings of the other 
partner’s business.  Tips on doing business and casual chats were often exchanged 
between Mrs Tham and Mrs Liew.  The 2 of them were able to develop a close personal 
relationship and this transpired to a business co-operation. A lot of information was 
exchanges, though short of giving each other their own secret recipes for their products.”  

Case 6-6 
 
The information was for a purpose – assessment of the prospective partner.  
 
Example: 
“The fact that I knew them both on a personal level allowed me to follow my instincts 
and go ahead with the cooperation. I have spent time socializing with them, at dinner 
parties, at bars, at sports events (especially cricket), and family gatherings. All of this was 
enough for me to base my judgement on what I know about them and their competence in 
this industry.”   

Case 6-13 
 
 
Checks were made with common business friends and suppliers.  The BSCS senior 
management team also visited the business premises in Johore Bahru secretly to conduct 
an independent investigation of the Malaysian partner’s credentials.  

Case 6-6 
 

6.2.3.3 Information Processing Heuristics While the focal firms engaged in social 

activities, these activities were not for the benefits of social interaction alone, the focal 

firms employed information processing heuristics. The respondents applied rules of 

thumb to process the information obtained from the prospective partners while in their 

company and in social engagements.  
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An example is seen in the case interview where it clearly shows that there focal firm is 

making a judgement based on the conversations and interactions with the opposite party. 

A judgement is made on the party. The focal firm has assessed and decided upon that 

individual based on unwritten checklists/heuristics. The manner in which the prospective 

partner deals with the individual is perceived and adjudged according to the heuristic. 

Sincerity in the partner is to be seen from the attitude manifest in attentiveness, patience 

and other salient aspects. The heuristics were shaped by the need to know more about the 

prospective partner (the individual and the organization) - knowledge. Apart from 

knowledge, the heuristics were influenced by opportunism. The decision-making was 

characterized by satisficing.  

Example: 
“the other parties’ sincerity can be seen from the person’s attitude when talking to him. 
For example if he is very impatient u know more or less the person is not really that 
sincere in working with u because he can’t even spare that little time to talk to u nicely. 
My business partner was very patient when I had many questions and doubts;-emm..he 
also seemed keen on the proposal that’s why I decide to cooperate with him. In business, 
sincerity is important¡-that’s one of the reasons - of course more important one is that we 
could agree on the terms like price of the goods.”              

Case 6-29 
 

Another respondent uses the word “gauge” which is an appropriate word since he is 

measuring the prospective partner against some measure.  

 
Example: 
“Yes I think its part of the business, it’s part of your business acumen where you try to 
gauge what kind of people they are, style they adopt, how easy you think they can work 
with. What is their business style, do they like to drink, so that you know next time when 
they do come to Singapore, how to entertain them. Also from there you try to gauge 
whether they have any preference, you know, some of them like to play golf so you try to 
gauge those things when interacting with them. And generally, what you think his 
character is like.”    

 Case 6-2 
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The heuristics form part of information processing that the firms employ. The processing 

could be discerned from the language used in the responses from the SMEs. The words 

used refer to processing taking place in the minds of the owner-managers. Some of these 

words were mentioned earlier “gauge” is one of them. Others include “know”, 

“understand” and “assess.” 

 

6.2.4 Importance of Building Relationships 

The interviewees point to the need to build relations in the search, negotiation and during 

the international cooperation.  The focus of the research is on the search processes. In the 

initial search process, the relationship building serves to communicate the focal firm’s 

trustworthiness and sincerity in intention behind their exploratory discussions.  

 

Relationship building takes time and involves interaction through a range of activities as 

the interviewee from Case 6-3 observed.  

Initially when you first start to know the person, you would want to know even more. So 
through different kinds of activities, with meeting up over meals as the most common, 
this is where interaction comes. You get to know the person, find out their interests and 
stuffs and once the opportunity comes, we'll work together. Once that happen, after a few 
years or so, you'll meet less unless you become really good friends. So you'll meet 
occasionally to play sports and stuffs. But occasionally we'll still meet up over meals 
because communication is extremely important in a business.  

Case 6-3 
 

The motivation for engaging in the social activities is not making a deal. The activities 

are part of the focal firms’ networking behavior as the interviewee from Case 6-13 points 

out.  
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To get to know them better. But it's important for me to emphasize that I didn't socialize 
and get to know them better purely because I wanted to engage myself in a cooperation 
with them. Those thoughts didn't enter my mind until a specific incident, where one of 
my Singapore partners needed IT programmers and we flew some guys from Linc 
Technologies over here for it. 

Case 6-13 
 

 
6.2.5 Making a Commitment  

After gathering information albeit incomplete, the focal firms have to take the plunge. As 

the next quotation shows:  

 
“So before working with a partner we would have already ascertained or assessed 
whether we can work with him. But of course, everything comes with a risk. Mostly it 
will be a calculated risk; we know how much we can afford to lose. If it comes out to be 
very unpleasant later on, normally we just shut it off before it gets worse. This is 
normally how we operate. In most business this is how they operate. They don’t go into a 
relationship trying to hold a legal stick as the other party might do the same; there 
wouldn’t be trust anymore. So most of the time we don’t even have a written contract; a 
written contract is just for you to try to give substance to your co-operation. If there’s no 
substance there’s no point in having a legal framework in this co-operation.”  

Case 6-30 
 
The SMEs relied on other means to minimize their risk. They were able to rely on other 

institutional factors. Agreements are only of value when there are courts that enforce 

them. They are also a measure of the commitment of the opposite party.  They had 

recourse to other remedies in the event of non-performance because the agreements can 

be used as reference points in persuading the partners to perform. The distinction is in the 

type of arrangements. Where there is a simple supplier relationship in commoditized 

products, one could rely on letters of credit or normal terms that may have international 

frameworks.  
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6.2.6 Search Criteria 

The interviews are coded for the search criteria employed. The frequency of the 

interviews with criteria mentioned is shown in Table 6-2. It is possible to rank order the 

qualitative information as re-coded.  

Table 6-2 Partner Search Criteria 
S/n
o Criterion Frequency 

1st Re-coding 
Frequency 

2nd Re-
coding 

1 Location 3    
2 Trust 7 Trust(2&19) 10  
3 Product line 8    
4 Profit potential 6 Profit 6  
5 Reputation 8 Reputation(5,18) 10  
6 Others (Language) 1    
7 Financial health 1    
8 

Competence 8 
Competence(3,8,9,12,
15, 16) 24 

 

9 Product quality 3 -   
10 Positive attitude 3    
11 

Character of partner 2 

Moral hazard (7, 
11,13,17) 

10 

Integrity 
(Trust, 

reputation & 
Moral 

Hazard) 
12 Complementary nature of 

partnership 3 
 

 
 

13 Personal relationships 4 -   
14 General compatibility 3 -   
15 Good product suppliers 1 -   
16 Reliability 2 -   
17 Honesty 3 -   
18 Recommendation from 

business associates 2 
- 

 
 

19 Chemistry 3 -   

 

The criteria derived from the initial coding of the interviews are shown in the second 

column. The code labels are based on the words used by the interviewees. Reliability 

refers to the reliability of the partner in producing or supplying according to what is 

required in the international cooperative arrangement.  
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The criteria were re-coding to refine the criteria as there are similarities and relationships 

between them. The resultant recoded criteria are shown in the fourth column above. 

Competence is the top factor, followed by trust, reputation and moral hazard. Profit 

stands alone. It is possible to group trust, reputation and moral hazard together as these 

attributes possess a common trait – the integrity of the prospect.    

Examples of these are depicted below: 
What does it take you to trust someone to do business as in what characteristics or 
qualities you must see in someone? 
 
Because it is not just a flash in a pan, it has to be person like day in day out, week in 
week out sort of thing, because the thing is that a lot of people can promise you good 
results one time but the thing is whether they can do it all the time, it’s a different story. 
So the thing is that certain people that we find we cannot work with it’s better to cut your 
losses and not waste time anymore, because supposedly that someone makes an order and 
then the person doesn’t come and pick up the order, we don’t like to deal with that sort of 
person so we just separate ourselves from such people. 

Case 6-11 
 
Their consistency as well as their quality I mentioned earlier the commitment that they 
give us. 
… 
And what does it take for you to trust someone? 
I would put it as the initial, the startup that we have with them and how they continue to 
prove their reliability and their consistency getting the product across to us. I think all 
these are very important factors. 

  (6-15) 
 
 
I suppose it is one of the time-tested move according to the pace of let’s say you start 
something with this guy then you find hey this guy say one thing and do something 
different, where will it enforce your trust with him? The trust level will drop lah. If he 
tells you hey know, I can give you new modules because they got this model of MBA and 
now includes something something. You trust that he will do it but after say years still 
nothing happen, you want to start to question if this guys is serious or not? 

(6-27) 
 

Mr Ong: He must do what he says. In doing businesses, you must always do what you 
say.                                                                                                                           (6-28) 
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The statements point to the reliability and ability of the “partners” to fulfil their end of the 

arrangements. 

 

The key challenge is to meet the focal firms’ need to know about the prospect’s 

competence and if the prospect is of good character and can be depended upon to carry 

out their part of the arrangements. As such, the search processes must enable them to 

uncover the veil of unfamiliarity since at the initial meeting, as the businesses the focal 

firms meet are strangers to them. 

 

While the focal firm may be applying search criteria, the contacts it is meeting might be 

doing the same – evaluating the focal firm – as one interviewee noted that the prospects 

may check with to check with industry sources. 

“How do I know that? People will call me. So I will tell them like that like that like that 
you know things like that? So I will tell them the kind of background, character, that I 
have.  
 

Case 3-8 
Thus, the challenge in the search process is to be able to ascertain if the prospective 

partner can perform on the arrangement. While this appears to point to task-related 

factors, they are coupled with the partner-related factors which have been grouped under 

“integrity”.  

Obviously if you find that you are interested in their products or interested to work with 
them as your partner, you will start to investigate them. You might get some friends or 
manufacturer that you know is Japan for reference about the company to get some 
feedback. Definitely now and then I will have to make checks on them, to see how they 
are progressing and to find out more about the situation in Japan and also what new 
equipments are available. I suppose such checks have to be a consistent process to be 
aware of what is happening.  

Case 6-32 
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6.3 Inputs for the Solution concept 

The experts revealed that while the focal firms may search opportunistically, they have 

appeared to have prepared for internationalization in determining the reasons for seek 

international partners. During their search the purpose for internationalization directs 

their information gathering from sources, social interactions and relationships. The focal 

firms engage in social activities and relationship building. Through these activities, they 

gather information which they process using heuristics.  

 

The focal firms had search criteria in the back of the minds of the focal firms. These 

criteria play a part in the information gathering, the sources chosen and the goals of the 

information processing. As the focal firms search for suitable partners, the uncertainty 

that arises from the lack of complete information and the ability to understand the 

environment and information before them. They need information to ascertain from 

among the contacts they meet, the contacts they would shortlist for further exploration. 

The information they require concerns competence and integrity. While profit is 

mentioned by the interviewees, this is not surprising since all international cooperation 

would be motivated by profit. 

 

The information processing perspective has gained acceptance in various domains of 

management research from R&D management (Allen, 1988), product development 

(Clark & Fujimoto, 1991), to marketing (Kotler, 1982), organization behavior (Galbraith 

1973, Tushman & Nadler, 1977) and trust (Carson, Madhok, Varman & George, 2003). 

In technological forecasting framework used by Hauptman and Pope (1992), executives 
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are engaged in gathering and processing information about the technologies in their 

business milieu to generate forecasts, predictions, and plans. The same perspective 

applies to the subject of the study, the search for suitable partners. In their paper, 

Hauptman and Pope (1992) employed the information processing perspective to model 

technological forecasting on the part of managers in firms.                                                                                                                                                                            

 

 
 
 

 

 

Applying the perspective to the cases interviewed, the information processing that occurs 

in the search can be depicted as shown in Figure 6-3. The context has changed but the 

information processing is occurring with information being obtained through information 

gathering activities that were examined earlier under the heading of social activities. The 

information gathering activities are depicted as a distinct aspect of the process but firms 

could engage in activities that also serve the information processing step. 

 

Information  : 
- Technological Event 
- Competitive Information 
- Planning Needs and Goals 

Information  
Processing  : 
- Heuristics 
- Analogies 
- Scenarios 
- Simulations 
- Quantitative 

Outputs  : 
- Technological Plans 
- Business Contingencies 
- Technological Forecasts 
- Information Search Plans 

Figure 6-2 Information processing model of technolo gy forecasting. 

Context of a technological  
breakthrough that 
generated  
“hard” uncertainty  

Feedback 
Loop/s  

Information 
Gathering  
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The example that comes to mind is the purpose behind the dinners and meals that the 

focal firms pay for.  The purpose of these meals is not as perceived. The meals were not 

just about information gathering meals, there were heuristics at work. One of these 

heuristics was to observe if the prospective “partner” would be reasonable in choosing 

items from the menu or selecting the most expensive items. 

 

Figure 6-3 Information processing in Search for Suitable Partners. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

This heuristic could be used as a means to make a judgement on how the prospective 

“partner” would behave in an arrangement – would the “partner” be opportunistic or 

cooperative? This possibility of the information gathering also “doubling up” as activities 

during the information processing is represented by a dotted arrow between the two. 
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The value of the information processing perspective is it provides a theoretical 

understanding of the social behaviour that the SMEs engage in. It provides a background 

for the SMEs’ use of friends, contacts and networks. It does not obviate the other factors 

that are at work: opportunism and satisficing. While the information processing model 

that is depicted refers to the search process, the information processing also occurs during 

the duration of the international cooperative arrangements. The changes that occur lie in 

the area of the uncertainty and distrust that exists. It is where there is distrust during the 

international cooperative arrangements that the focal firms need to be assured of the 

competence, reliability and continued commitment of the partners to the international 

cooperative arrangements. The information processing occurs in that instance with the 

SMEs ascertaining from the information available and reducing any distrust or 

confirming it. 

 

While the Search Factors Study uncovered factors considered important by the SMEs 

there is still a need to better understand how the SMEs search for a suitable partner. The 

study revealed certain tactics employed, the role that information and knowledge plays 

but we do not as yet know what the SMEs do by way of steps, process or rules in their 

search.  To develop design propositions, there is a need to find out from the SME owners 

as experts how they search for suitable partners. The aim of the Search Process Study 

described in the next chapter is thus to identify the steps that the SMEs take. 
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CHAPTER 7 

IDENTIFYING THE STEPS IN SME 
INTERNATIONAL PARTNER SEARCH 

 

7.1 The SME International Partner Search Process 
 

In the research undertaken in the thesis thus far, the inputs gathered for the solution 

concept comprise the following: 

• The networking activities of SME-owners prove to be useful but the traditional 
networks such as family or social networks were not found to be as useful as 
previously described for doing business in Asia (the Networks Study, Chapter 4); 

• Local firms should differentiate between the various contacts they have from 
their networks and the resources that these may offer as our first study shows for 
instance that trade associations and by extension business networks prove to be 
more useful when seeking financing; 

• While seeking partners among those with a similar ethnic background would 
seem convenient and tempting, the results are not assured (the Cultural Cousins 
Study, Chapter 5). Our second study revealed that prospective partners and 
partners from a similar ethnic background may give the same problems that one 
encounters with those from other backgrounds. As such, looking for partners 
among ethnic cousins does not obviate the need for due diligence nor does it 
guarantee success.  

• The critical elements that are apparent from the second study are the need for 
trust and commitment as elements for success in existing IJVs.  

• The Search Factors Study (Chapter 6) extends the research further as it is 
essential to understand the challenges facing focal firms in their search for 
international partners. This study confirms the key challenge in the partner search 
as based on two information needs - the need for information on the ability of the 
prospect to perform tasks for which cooperation is sought, and the need to be able 
to judge the integrity of the prospective partner.  

 

In this chapter we report the fourth study employing interviews that extend our research 

into the steps involved in the process of international partner search.  To this end, the 

research involves SME owners who have experience with international cooperation. Five 
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entrepreneurs whose companies engaged in ongoing international cooperation were 

selected to participate in the study.  The semi-structured interviews took an average of 2 

hours to complete with questions about the steps the SMEs took in their search for 

international partners, and based on their experience, what steps they would recommend 

to others. From the experience described by the five SME owners, we were able to 

generalize about the steps taken in such searches. 

 

The five experts are identified in this chapter as Cases 7-1 to 7-5. As in Chapter 6 when 

the text refers to “Case 7-1,” it refers to the expert, the SME-owner of a focal firm and 

where a quotation is provided, it is a person from this firm speaking. Table 1 shows some 

details about each of the experts and the countries with which they have international 

cooperative arrangement. 

 

Table 7-1: Demographics of the 5 Experts in the Search Process Study 
Expert Industry  Country of Partner/s 
Case 7-1 Printing and packaging China 
Case 7-2 Maritime Communications China, Sweden, Malaysia, Japan 
Case 7-3 Pharmaceutical & Medical Supplies Vietnam, Germany, United States, 

Thailand 
Case 7-4 Optical accessories Italy, Hongkong, Japan 
Case 7-5 Construction roofing specialist  United Arab Emirates, Malaysia 
 

In the following sections, findings are described from the Search Process Study on the 

steps in the international partner search process.  As the coding of the interviews 

proceeded, the iterative nature of qualitative research became apparent as the researcher 

found that there were pertinent inputs from the Search Factors Study on the search 
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process. Hence, where appropriate, extracts from cases in that study are included. The 

cases from the Search Factors Study begin with prefix 6. 

 

7.2 Steps in the Search Process 

7.2.1 Begin the Search when there is a clear purpose 

The interviewees emphasized the importance of knowing why they are looking for an 

international partner through references to their “products” or “services” or as a 

respondent couched it, “you must have something to sell or something for which the 

overseas partner is required.”  

 
“You must first have a product or service. Otherwise, why bother going overseas? You 
must have something that the other party will want to work with you, right? So the first 
step is to have a product, service, project or something.”  
 

Case 7-1 
 
These references to products, services, or projects have been encapsulated under the 

rubric of purpose.  Without a clear idea of the possible complementaries to be obtained 

through an international partner for a specific product, service or project, there is no 

reason to venture abroad. Without this clarity of purpose, the prospects would not be able 

to assess whether they would wish to engage in discussion or explorations with them. 

 

 While the interviewees speak of the purpose, it is what is implicit in the purpose that is 

of interest. The purpose implies the unstated search criteria for the overseas partner 

among other things.  The purpose also envisages the characteristics of the prospective 
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partner as the role the partner would play has different implications on requirements in 

operations, financing, market access, knowledge, etc.    

 

7.2.2 Search for leads to possible international partners 

The respondents described a number of information sources that they used in order to 

locate potential partners. The search for an international partner need not always be 

extensive as in some cases the firm already has the knowledge of a good partner, the 

possible partner seeks out the SME (walk-ins), or there is a referral to a specific potential 

partner. 

 

However, the interviewees engaged in more exhaustive searches when the firms had little 

idea who would be good international partners. Possible sources of information for such 

potential partners were found through both formal and informal methods. 

 

7.2.2.1 Formal Sources of Leads 

The more formal approach in a search for international partners includes: 

a. A perusal of various documents:  there are a large number of documents to be found in 

the public area with information about possible international partners. These documents 

include company reports and catalogs, trade journals, governmental lists, newspapers, 

websites, among others. The following extract from Case 7-2 is illustrative of the work 

that SME owners do in seeking information and contacts that they pursue. 

 
So, we go to various libraries and trade offices you know to get all these information then 
we write to them.  

Case 7-2 
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b. Government agencies The respondents suggested approaching the government agency 

responsible for international business- in the case of Singapore, this is the International 

Enterprises Agency. As this agency is promoting regional business and has officers 

specializing on countries and industries, they can provide leads. In fact, SME owners can 

sign up to join business missions organized by this agency.  

  

Firstly, we go through this meat and livestock council of Australia, they do have an agent 
here a representative office for the agricultural department. So we go there to get a list of 
suppliers who are doing the kind of products that we want and from there we zero down 
to a few, we touch base with them, and then once you get the bid in you know who are 
the people you can sort of try out. 

Case 6-15 
 

c. Chambers of commerce and trade associations: This was another group of suggested 

information sources. At these trade associations, the focal firms can seek contacts and 

leads, provided the members they approach are not selfish or parochial in attitudes. The 

trade associations in Singapore have been provided government funding, in addition to 

their motivation to be relevant to their memberships, to provide assistance to their 

members for domestic and international activities.  

Through trade office is one … where they will give you some statistics and some 
companies who are doing that kind of business.  
Where I can get some leads you know? So we will write to them. And this is how we 
start. This is the cheapest way of going into an overseas market. 
 
You don’t even need to travel you just go and you write. So now you can email them. 

Case 7-2 
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d. Banks: There was a difference of opinion on the usefulness of banks for information 

but that may depend on the industry or the contact within the bank. One interviewee 

suggested the banks as a source but another said the bank is not useful. 

 

f. Embassies: Embassies are also a source of information.  Case 7-2 mentioned that the 

embassies also provided referrals to the appropriate contacts that they had in their 

databases when he ventured into China and Vietnam.  

  
You don’t go and see one company. You go and see as many companies as possible. For 
example, if I want to go to Russia now, I will go to the Russian embassy in Singapore to 
get some referrals and some leads and some information too. 

Case 7-2 
 

g. Conduct research and look for the prospects 

Focal firms can conduct their own research and search for prospects in the spirit of self-

help. The extract from the interview with Case 6-14 below illustrates this. 

 

Since they are technology partners, the best place is to look for them within the 
technology circles which can be widely available through the consulting houses where 
they actually publish regular publications about these companies, their performances, 
what's their focus. And also the web has a lot of all these. And conducting research on the 
companies that means looking at the company looking at com profile, in terms of two 
categories, their products and services they offer, their profit and revenue and the other 
aspect is their executive team…are they supportive, do they take the initiative, are they 
aggressive in working towards this partnership?                                    

Case 6-14 
 

7.2.2.2 Informal Sources of leads 

The more informal sources of information about potential international partners made use 

of the personal interaction.  
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a. Networking Implicit in the responses of those interviewed was the use of contacts from 

within various personal networks. This involved referrals by those they personally knew 

as well as the process of checking about the characteristics of a potential partner with 

contacts they had in the home country as well as overseas.  

… through our existing customers in Singapore who may who may have give us some 
referrals you know? So after that we generate some leads and then we will write to them. 
 

Case 7-2 
 

b. Supply chain partners: While the SME-owners companies referred to contacts, none 

referred directly to supply chain partners. However, this author is of the opinion that 

supply chain partners, such as the large logistics companies, are either a source of 

information or a check. If the prospective partner is not able to secure the services of a 

respected logistics company, there is reason for concern on the part of the focal firm. It 

stands to reason that the supply chain could provide the focal firm with leads and also 

provide a means of a test/check. If a focal firm has been sold to a party in the intended 

foreign market, the buyer could be a source of information; the experience the firm has 

had with the foreign buyer could provide insights.  

 

c. Exhibitions: This appears to be the best source for leads regarding overseas ventures. 

They are cited by the interviewees who had no existing social capital in the countries of 

choice.   

A relevant exhibition to the business you are in (bring together) many people who come 
and visit the exhibition so this is an opportunity you must grab hold of and get to know as 
many visitors as possible, exchange name-cards you know? 

Case 7-2 
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While the respondents came from different industries, there was unanimous advice on the 

use of international exhibitions and shows as means to start the international cooperation 

process.  

 

The account from the interview below shows how the trade shows and exhibitions are 

used in venturing overseas to seek out prospective partners.  

 
Yeah met him in trade shows. 
In every sense it’s important because every player is there. If you go there and collect 
brochures, then you’re just another garbage collector. Alright who’s looking after this 
product? Alright, if I’ve got this product, who should I talk to? Alright, so you ask a few 
simple questions, you know you’ll always get the answers you seek. These guys are in 
the business to sell.  Right but they’re also there to network you see. That’s why alliances 
get joined and signed at trade shows you see. 

Case 7-1 
 

All the respondents utilize these means when they have no contacts or leads in a country 

they are seeking to venture into. They "work" the various exhibits at the trade shows and 

exhibitions. Participation at such shows allows them to  

• establish contacts 
• promote their products and services – with the view of attracting prospective 

partners 
• obtain information about the industry, the players and the other stakeholders from 

the other exhibitors. 
 

It is from these contacts that there may be follow-up interactions where the SME owner 

obtains an opportunity to visit the factory or offices of the prospective partners and then 

explore business.  
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d. Prior contacts: Prior contacts can show the way to prospects or be a source of leads. 
 
it's an interesting story because the two guys from Linc Technologies in Bangalore (their 
names are Mr.Rajan Narayanan and Mr.Chandrakumar) actually studied in the same 
school as me. They were my juniors but I didn't know them when I was in school because 
I had left by the time they came in. We ended up meeting each other since we were in the 
same IT business circles, and so I had the chance to be introduced to them and that's 
when we found out about our similar backgrounds. Then we started talking, and things 
took off from there. 

Case 6-13 
 

e. Attract them  
i. through websites. Focal firms can draw prospective partners through trade 

publications or the firms' websites.  Their internet presence enabled the firm in 

Case 6-18 to be identified and reach an international cooperative arrangement.  

Oh how… Through our clients and the internet. For instance, this one, just now that Hong 
Kong guy. This is an international company worldwide, 4500 clients worldwide. These 
people have the top 100 law firms in the world. Or rather they have 50% of the top 100 
firms. They don't have anybody in ASEAN looking after them, so they found us through 
the website. Then they did an interview, screen all the companies found through websites. 
I don't know five or ten, then after that they pick us. 

Case 6-18 
 

ii. Through industry activities: Another way to search for prospects is through an 

industry presence. In the same way that focal firms search for industry players, 

focal firms need to be discernible in the industry space.   

 
The organization found us. They started first, initiating contact. Let's say you apply for a 
job, sometimes they come after you. You may apply for 3 or 4, so maybe this company is 
not interested in you. And the other 2 companies are interested in you. So you go after 
them as well right? You don't wait for them. Sometimes you may look for them and ask if 
you can go for a 2nd interview. 

Case 6-5 
 
f. Follow-up is necessary:  There is a need for the contacts made to be acted upon. 
Merely identifying leads would be a waste of time.  
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Mm. So establish the contact first but of course er you need to do a lot of follow up after 
that.…You know you will you get the name cards and after that you don’t do any follow 
up it’s of no value.                                             

       Case 7-2 
 

7.2.3 Conduct due diligence 

It is important to find out information on possible contacts for the international 

partnership, to narrow the field, and meet a few prospective partners.  The checks form 

part of the SMEs’ due diligence process. Knowledge about the prospective partners 

appears to be critical to their decision-making. The purposes of such checks are:   

• to verify what the prospective partner has told them 
• to obtain a third party assessment of the prospective partner 
• to obtain information additional to that provided by the prospective partners 

and/or others. 
 

Yeah. I tested the prospective partner 
Case 7-3 

 
Obviously, anything that come across us we have to check on their background and their 
product. It’s not when anyone come to approach us, we have to engage business with 
them. Also have to see whether they are responsive or not. Some manufacturer after 
approaching us, they just forgot all about it. 

Case 6-33 
 

7.2.3.1 Conduct Background checks 

Once you have a name, it is important to obtain more information about the history and 

activities of the potential partner. 

“When you receive a name – visit the contact, talk to him, do your own background 
check.” 

Case 7-5 
 

7.2.3.2 Ask around/talk with other businesses 
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The process of checking includes talking with others about their experience and 

knowledge of the potential partner. 

 
So to have local people you need to write. So …it’s either through recruitment agency 
that can help you or through your own contacts you know in the process of you moving 
around in the place …. 

Case 7-2 
 

In Case 7-3, it was a third party inquirer who found out about him, so that the SME 

approaching him had checked on him through the principal manufacturer. 

 
… have no direct operations into Vietnam. You know or distributor. So what happen is 
that they you know the… internet now they actually can go and just ask the manufacturer 
you know I’m from XYZ company in Vietnam. I’m interested to procure … your stuff 
you know. How can I go about doing it? And so what they do is that if … they have got 
no distributor, they say well maybe you can try one of our Southeast Asia distributors. So 
the enquiry comes down to us. 

Case 7-3 
 

7.2.3.4 Observe the prospect 

The respondents recommend observing the individual to see what their behaviour reveals 

about them and the business proposition. This means of obtaining information requires 

the SME owners to have good powers of observation and to be applying rules of thumb 

with which to assess the parties they are considering. They considered the nature of the 

interaction and personality of potential partners as well as the extent to which they 

falsified or exaggerated information given by them. 

“Alright you test water you know you. See whether the guy is generous alright, whether 
the guy is prepared to invest his time with you, right bringing you around, giving you 
info. You know if the guy (is) so secretive don’t tell you anything it… there’s nothing to 
get started with what. The guy start to tell you and then give you ideas, this product can 
sell here you know?” 

Case 7-1 
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7.2.3.5 Conduct Company visits After establishing contacts via the trade fairs or 

exhibitions, the SME owners might get invited to visit the factories or premises of their 

contacts. Alternatively, the SME owners might suggest visiting their prospective partners. 

These visits also served the purpose of ascertaining the capabilities, quality of work,  

credibility(matching what they have said with the reality), openness in sharing, 

management style and other aspects that the participant observation opportunities that 

company and factory visits offers.   

Right. Interactions… you know I mean if you are interested in working with them you 
actually go and visit them …. 
To the company? 
Yeah. 
 
You see what kind of facilities they have … how they can help you and how you can help 
them. 

Case 7 
 

Okay? … and of course one more element that helps us assess the OEM manufacturers 
would be factory visits. So we do visit the factory and … visit the production line and see 
what kind of skills they have. They may tell you know that they have such and such a 
skill and then you go there and see backroom and see 25 people working. … we will visit 
the factory just to see what kind of scale what kind of level they are. So all that will 
contribute to our assessment. 
… 
Again because we dealt with …all these guys who are like the number one, number two, 
number three manufacturers in the world, and we visited all their factories so we know 
what a good factory looks like physically. And we know what kind of quality control 
goes through. So we have seen those kind of really backyard kind of like … 10 years ago 
when I first visited South Korean factories, some are really backyard kind of thing.  …  
all these will shape I think our perception of who they are.   

Case 7-4 
 

7.2.3.6 Check on the prospect’s capability in production, service, etc. 

In the context of manufacturing, the checking is of the manufacturing capability, the 

quality of work, etc. 
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Testing could be by way of trying the prospects out on test batches. Case 7-4 notes: 

Oh … I would say nothing very scientific about it. It’s really a trial and error thing. 
Okay let’s say whether it’s from Japan … or even from China where we basically start 
using our OEM products because they’re budget low end so the demand for the quality 
are not … (most of) the customers are not as stringent, but yet that gives us a chance to 
evaluate their delivery times their overall quality, reliability, service etc trustworthiness 
you know sometimes because these people sometimes you work with these is that they 
want a down payment in advance. 
… 
Okay… source out people which we think …produce things that we felt at least from the 
samples point of view was … interesting enough for us, then try them out. Yeah and after 
a few rounds of production you realize oh this guy is good then we treat them as our 
regular …OEM manufacturers. 

Case 7-4 
 
 
So the few basic things are there, the overall polishing, the material you use.... To me 
basically it’s the attitude and mentality of the team of workers you have in the factory. 
But if the basic mentality of the people is not good, then whether you pay more or pay 
them less, the work is not very good… So we assess the factory from that perspective. 

Case 7-4 
 

7.2.3.7 Checks conducted by potential partners:  In the same manner that they assess 

various prospective partners during their search, focal firms highlighted their recognition 

that the opposite parties are also assessing them in turn. The interviewees felt that it was 

important to act with integrity and to demonstrate trustworthiness in their approach to any 

prospective partner. Case 7-3 said most earnestly and with deadpan seriousness: 

“Sincerity to generate business and not (to complete) one deal and walk away…. 
Genuineness to have a win-win outcome. Tell the truth – no need to lie about business 
model.  

Case 7-3  
 
Case 7-2 echoes the same sentiment – that the focal firm itself will also be “checked-out” 

by the prospects. Further, he does not consider it a tactic but an intrinsic part of his firm’s 

attributes. He equates it to reliability.  
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You know how it is? Price competition is very severe so you have to make sure that you 
are competitive. Then also because you are new to a (potential partner) company and you 
will have to prove whether you are reliable.   
 
You know somebody comes to come to you (for business) and you (are) not confident of 
getting this business (so) you have to prove your track record.  That’s why I say that you 
may not be able to get a deal immediately but you know you (must) show yourself. 

Case 7-2 
 

Personal integrity was important to the SME-owners as a vital asset, part of the social 

capital they proffered. The word “proffered” is chosen even though it has a similar 

meaning as “offer” but it has the additional sense of something being “held out.”  The 

holding out of this vital asset is important because we are dealing with SMEs. They are 

the enterprises in the growth phase – they are not yet large corporations. As such, they do 

not have the financial assets found with large firms that have been the subject of prior 

studies. They have few resources and essential to what they have is their personality and 

their integrity. This integrity they seek to demonstrate becomes their “reputational 

capital.” This important criterion fits in with emphasis of all the respondents that the 

relationship was more important than the business. 

 

7.2.4 Build and use relationships 

The interviewees point to the need to build relationships with prospects in order to find 

out more about the possible nature of future partnerships. The relationships they build 

may or may not lead to the cooperation but that is beside the point. The SMEs are 

satisfied with developing the relationships and do not disassociate from prospects even if 

no cooperation occurs. At the same time, there is value in the relationships they develop 

because should cooperation arise, the relationships undergird the cooperation. 
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7.2.4.1 Develop of relationships – The elements of time and effort are critical to the 

development of the relationships that are important for successful international 

cooperation.  Contacts obtained from the various sources by themselves are not useful. 

They are useful when they lead to business relationships where there is exchange of 

information and discussion of business opportunities that both parties can embark upon. 

 

You know you will you get the name-cards and after that you don’t do any follow up it’s 
of no value. But I must say I must keep on emphasizing that relationships take time to 
build, so therefore you will have to be patient you know you have to keep on talking and 
get to know them.  

Case 7-2  
 

7.2.4.2 Invest Time and Effort and aim for mutual benefits The implication from the 

interviews a need for focal firms to take time and make the effort to develop long term 

relationships. 

 

7.2.4.3 Aim for mutual benefits. This element ties up with the synergy and the value that 

the focal firm brings to the table. The interviewees emphasize the need for both parties to 

gain from the relationship. Hence the reference to “win-win,” and not to only win, of 

caring for the partner, of synergy.  

 

The interviews highlighted the necessity for agreements but they are not the key success 

factor in the lead-up to successful cooperation. The critical element for success to the 

respondents is the ability to iron out issues with the opposite party which depends on the 

relationship and not the contract.  
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Case 7-5 told the story of an agreement with a larger company for the supply and erection 

of the roofs infrastructure for the “partner.” According to the agreement, Case 7-5 was 

entitled to a better price for the components he supplied because of the specifications 

required. His “partner” had made a mistake. He could have insisted on the contract but he 

looked at the long term picture. The two companies might be working together in the 

Middle East. He decided the relationship was more important and took a loss by 

providing better quality materials at the lower price – losing some $90,000 in the process. 

The researcher probed further only to obtain the answer – the amount lost was not as 

important as the potential for future cooperation. 

 
No. I think importantly what is things like integrity for example right? And… and… 
sincerity to want to generate business whereby it’s a win-win situation … 

Case 7-5 
 

It was important for to the respondents that they be able to bring value to the table when 

they cooperate with others and to find out what the other party needs and how they can 

help out. Case 7-2, the fourth interviewee used the technical term, synergy. This is how 

he put it: 

 
I must say that on our part we must also always remember don’t always make people a 
sucker and then you win and then people lose all the time then that kind of that kind of 
relationship will never last you know. But if you every time you’re able to add value to 
your partner to your local partner you can help him, and he can see that you are (value) 
they will treasure you. 

Case 7-2 
 

Case 7-2 talks about imparting training and exposing his partners’ employees to training 

with his company so that they might grow. 
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Case 7-3 echoes this need to provide value but as his business does not entail installation 

of equipment but is mainly trading, the value he seeks to deliver is different. He seeks to 

provide the best quality products to his partner and alerts them to the new products he has 

that they might be interested in.  

 

I think the genuineness to have a win-win situation is very important. I think personal 
chemistry also helps a little bit (when) sometimes you walk into a meeting room or you 
talk to a business partner. 

Case 7-3 
 

7.2.4.4 Use social activities. The social interaction provides opportunities for the 

acquisition of information. However, social activities can also be conceived as rituals. 

Much like the courtship rituals of animals or human couples, these can lead to 

cooperation. Those who participate in religious rituals have been found to become more 

cooperative with other religious participants than those who do not engage in such 

religious rituals (Ruffle & Sosis, 2003). The golf games, dinners and visits could be 

considered similar to religious rituals. The rituals within a social or religious network 

make for internal organization identification and unity.  

 

The social activities, that we examined, play a role in shaping relationships. The 

respondents indicate that the activities help establish trust. The literature in the field of 

intercultural communications report that parties from different cultures rely on 

conversations as a means to better understand each other and their cultures. In this 

respect, social activities serve that purpose as the quote from Case 7-3 below illustrates. 
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 Suppose after a while if you have the trust you know they will bring you to their homes 
then you know what sort of lifestyle they lead. Are they living according to their lifestyle 
you know what I mean or not? I mean if he says I do 30 million turnover, you go to his 
house (and it is just) like a like a pigsty, you tell yourself how can (I) reconcile the two?  
You meet the wives and or something like that you know. 
… 
Yeah you know the house, you know the cars you know. These are the things that will 
commensurate with the business that he’s doing you know, right or not?... 
I believe that if you manage your family well, then you should be able to manage your 
business well…. 

Case7-3 
 

To further understand the rationale behind the meals, golf, and karaoke activities, the 

research embarked on follow-up interviews with some of the cases that were willing to 

discuss these social activities in further detail with the researcher. It was found that in the 

area of golf for instance, the common response was that this activity provided 

observations about the character of potential partners. In golf, the scoring of one’s strokes 

is a matter of personal integrity. The golfer enters his own scores. There are rules about 

the scoring and the number of strokes that are added as penalties in instances where the 

ball ends in the water hazard or in the rough. It is often tempting for the golfer to cheat by 

deducting a stroke or two, or by taking additional steps to position the ball in a better 

angle towards the green. All of which are not permitted. 

 

In this respect, the SME-owner who is astute employs these sessions to observe and learn. 

Through the manner that the potential partner brags of his/her skills and the equipment 

that they possess, or the manner in which they treat their caddies, the focal firms are able 

to discern much about the prospective partners’ characters. 
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Ultimately, it will be business that forms the basis of decisions while the social activities 

and relationships facilitate the decision-making as Case 7-4 emphasizes: 

 

The relationship thing is important but … if I give too much proportion to that and lose 
sight of the reality, then I think at the end of it if I cannot give business, that relationship 
got to cut it. 
… 
So I think striking a good balance for me is more important…. Singaporeans have always 
been faulted for being too functional and I think that’s not where I want to be as well 
where you go there, laptops and everything and say that we talk business. A relationship 
in business is important but I guess it’s different from me in the sense I want to strike a 
balance rather than say relationships first and then everything else is secondary I think 
it’s a good balance.  
Then we just have a good chitchat you know. We begin to see this kind of thing coming 
on. … and I think on a lower scale between the retailers and on a higher scale between us 
and the suppliers yeah? … I think today being having a real established business that 
makes sense and works I think is also is becoming as important as the relationship. 

Case 7-4  
 

e. Relationships are important in the course of cooperation. The relationships are used as 

a means to help the business transactions, not just at the outset but throughout the course 

of the arrangements.  

 

… I think I would say the relationship … is the lubricant. It helps make … what you want 
to do smoother. You still need the cogs and wheels to drive the thing but the relationship 
will actually make the whole process a lot smoother. So whether the initiate the initial 
part or the ongoing business I think relationship will help make things move much 
smoother. 

Case 7-4 

 

7.2.5 Make a decision  

7.2.5.1 The SMEs take calculated risks 

The respondents took calculated risks and were prepared in the case of those in the 

trading business to lose on certain transactions. Case 7-3 recounted how he received an 
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email order from someone he had not met before. This sales lead had come via his 

principal. His principal was not doing business in Indo-China as yet and had asked this 

buyer to email Case 7-3. Case 7-3 fulfilled the order without asking for payment in 

advance in that case. He added the order onto his usual bulk order (he called this “piggy-

back” order).  The order was to the tune of USD$20,000. When asked by the researcher 

and his assistant, his reply was that he was prepared to risk that amount. “In business, we 

must be prepared to lose some money. The sum of USD$20,000 was not too large. If you 

are not prepared to lose some money, you should not be in business.” 

 

As it turned out the buyer became a regular buyer and a relationship developed. Case 7-3 

only met the individual later when he flew to Ho Chi Minh City by which time he had 

already delivered the goods to the buyer. The extract below is Case 7-3’s response to the 

researcher’s incredulity that the focal firm had delivered goods to a stranger before 

receiving any payment or assurance thereof. 

 
No … depends ah. Most of the time is that if we not we actually don’t give them … also 
depending on the volume of order on the amount of business. If it’s 20 million US of 
course you have to be very careful. But if it’s something like 20,000 US I think you can 
swallow it because you know so you… you buy the 20,000 worth of goods for example 
right and you meet the guy and sometimes what they do is that sometimes they come 
down and give you cash. You know Vietnam also has some foreign exchange restrictions 
.…  

Case 7-3 
 

7.2.5.2 The SMEs pick the partner they trust 

All the respondents were unanimous in noting that comfort in the prospective partner was 

critical. Yet they could not specify objectively what this trust and comfort referred to. To 

them it was a feeling, yet this feeling came from interactions and other related key 
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observations that are drawn from the interviews. The expression “gut feel” was also used 

by Case 7-3 and Case 7-1. Case 7-5 while being less colloquial also referred to the 

importance of trust. There was a point in time when one would know when one could 

trust the prospective partner.  

 

The sentiments reproduced from the transcripts below are typical of the interviews.  The 

SME-owners are processing the information they have gathered, within their minds. They 

weigh the pros and cons of entering a business arrangement. The key criterion is the level 

of comfort with an individual. If there is no comfort with the individual, there is no 

forward movement. The SME owners will either maintain contact or walk away.   

 

Personal chemistry is important. If there is no chemistry, I don’t want to meet him again.” 
… if we don’t feel say comfortable dealing with them then don’t go. I mean don’t do it. 
Because I think in the business world what’s important is that there’s no point making a 
sale if you cannot collect the money right? I’ve heard of people when they first started 
business they were so excited that finally they found a Vietnamese partner for example.  
They ship two containers …. And the guy just disappeared. But of course at the 
headquarters it was like you know when they first signed the deal it was like … we 
finally made the breakthrough or something like that. But the guy just disappeared with 
the goods. Two containers of it. Not very much. I mean we’re not talking about 
microchips it’s worth 20 million this kind of thing you know. But it’s obviously worth 
maybe 50 – 60,000 US. So that’s why you know in this distributor-customer relationship 
you know that trust and comfort has to be there.  
Right there’s not much of a comfort you know let alone the trust. Right because it’s… in 
all relationship it’s person to person.” 

Case 7-1 
 

7.2.6 The non-linear nature of the search process 

The interviewees did not articulate a linear series of steps in a discernible order. 

However, the steps they articulated are clear. Whilst in reality, some steps may be 
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undertaken in conjunction with others and in some case may be iterated, the researcher 

attempted to place them in a linear sequence.   

 

The steps in the search process as suggested from the observations involve firstly, 

preparing for the search by a) determining before hand, the reasons for venturing 

overseas and knowing what objectives that are being met through overseas ventures and 

b) determining a relational strategy built on being trustworthy. The next step is to search 

for leads and follow-up on them. A number of sources for information on leads are 

provided by the interviewees. Third, the SMEs check on the prospects. Fourth, they 

develop a shortlist of prospective partners. Fourth, they develop relationships with these 

prospects. Fifth, they develop a shortlist of prospective partners, choosing those they trust 

and are comfortable with.  

 

The steps in the search process shown in Table 1 below are used to develop the design 

propositions and the process of development is described in Chapter 8.  

 

Table 1: The Steps in the Search Process 
1 Search with a clear purpose 

2 Search for leads 

3 Check on prospects 

4 Build and use relationships 

5 Decide on the prospects, whom they trust and are comfortable with, to 

include in the shortlist. 
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CHAPTER 8 

DESIGN DEVELOPMENT 
 

8.1 Developing the Design Propositions 

The design process that this thesis has employed is depicted in Figure 8-1 below which is 

taken from Van Aken et al (2007).   

 

Figure 8-1 Activities in the design process 

 

 

 

                                                
Adapted from Van Aken et al, 2007 

 

In the overall plan of this thesis, the studies conducted thus far have been for the purpose 

of understanding the problem, exploring initial ideas for the search process suggested in 

the literature, and drawing inputs on the search process. The thesis has at this stage 

completed the first two boxes in Figure 8-1. This researcher has ascertained the relevance 

of the problem and the design specifications drawn from the literature and interactions 

with focal firms prior to embarking on the development of the design.  

 

At this juncture of the thesis, the researcher has arrived at the boxes bracketed within the 

words - the creative leap. The synthesis and evaluation steps are the iterative processes 

that this researcher engaged in – collating the inputs from the various studies, finding 

Yes 

N

Problem 
analysis 
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Synthesis Evaluation OK Design 
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ways to make sense (Weick,1985) of the various statements and to develop the solution 

concept. The creative leap has an element of mystery to it as it is a black box as it 

residing in the mind of the researcher-designer.   

 

While it resides in the mind of the researcher, the design process follows specific 

guidelines. The process outcome, the solution concept, comprising design propositions 

must be:  

• based on the inputs being drawn from the context of the research problem,  

• conform to the design requirements (the design specifications) and be developed 
employing the Context-Intervention-Mechanics-Outcome (CIMO) logic 
mentioned in Chapter 3,  

• be presented in a manner that enables the target audience to be able to implement 
the design 

 

This chapter describes the design development process, introduces the solution concept is 

described and demonstrates how it meets the design guidelines listed above.  

 

8.2 Developing the Solution Concept  

Focal firms searching for international partners without the help of the solution concept 

may not conduct their search effectively. For the purposes of this thesis this type of 

search will be called naïve search. The solution concept will comprise design 

propositions that will improve their partner search. These design propositions could take 

the form of principles that guide the focal firms on their search. It could also take the 
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form of steps that they take. Design propositions could take the form of technological 

rules (Denyer et al, 2008).   

 

Harking back to our bridge building example in Chapter 3, the principles can be drawn 

from other bridge builders and their experiences; it could also be developed from the 

engineering accounts or prior designs. In these instances, the design could be based on 

prior experiences or principles that have been applied.  The solution concept can often be 

developed with normative practices in mind. These practices may spur design ideas or 

element in the design. This thesis has employed this approach. The experts in the person 

of the SME owners whom interviewed have provided information about the factors that 

make for their success in international partner search. The researcher develops the 

solution concept with these normative inputs as part of the creative process. 

 

8.2.1 Inputs for the Creative Process   

The design process is guided by the problem for which a solution is being designed, 

namely: how can a SME owner search for international cooperation partners?  Inputs 

from prior studies - the quantitative studies and qualitative studies – were inputs in the 

mind of the designer-researcher. For example, from the qualitative studies, direct 

references or text from the transcripts and inferences from the verbal accounts were 

inputs in the mind of the designer-researcher; from the quantitative studies, the design 

drew from the findings and implications. 
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Table 8-1 below provides a summary of the inputs. The inputs from the literature review 

and prior studies can be grouped under steps in a process, activities the focal firms are to 

engage in, the role of significant search factors, and underlying information gathering and 

processing that occurs. These inputs are not the result of speculation but drawn from 

experts – focal firms that have engaged in international cooperation and who have 

successfully searched for their partners. These inputs are based upon the key observations 

from the studies conducted as part of the thesis research. 

 

Table 8-1: Inputs for the Solution concept 
Study Aspect Contribution to Solution 
Business 
Network 

The usefulness & role of 
networks 

Do list – where to search, which aspects networks 
can be useful for 

Ethnic 
Cousins 

Cultural ethnicity does 
not guarantee success 

Seeking cultural “cousins” is a good way to start 
but they should not expect less conflicts nor need 
for control 

Key 
Search  
Factors 

Important factors for 
partner search success –  
 

• the need to be purposeful in their search,  
• preparing for international partner search,  
• focus on identifying prospects,  
• being able to source for contacts 
• the role of information gathering and 

contacts in the search 
• The role of social activities in the search 
• The use of information processing 

heuristics 
• Importance of building relationships 
• Taking the first steps of commitment  
• Search criteria   

Key 
Search  
Factors 

Information gathering, 
processing 

Highlighting the role that the activities within the 
partner search and what heuristics they could 
employ 

Search 
Process 

Steps in the search 
process 

1 Search with a clear purpose 
2 Search for leads 
3 Check on prospects 
4 Build and use relationships 
5 Decide on the parties whom they trust and are 
comfortable with for the negotiations 
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It is the inputs that the researcher uses in developing the solution concept. The designer 

has to consider whether there is an overarching framework, theory, and principles 

underlying these inputs. It is in walking through the details of how experienced focal 

firms have conducted their search that the design may “emerge.”  It is not a matter of 

ordering the findings from the studies and the literature review. The design has to meet 

design specifications.  

 

Typically a design has to meet a number of requirements.   These requirements need to be 

varied in accordance with the type of design involved.  In general, a design needs to meet 

functional requirements, the user specifications, legal and ethical requirements and 

finally, any specific project restrictions such as deadlines for completion or resources 

required, which are not applicable in this research.  The solution concept designed in this 

thesis satisfies user specifications, as the design process has used inputs from experts, 

focal firms with international cooperation experience. The design specifications are 

linked to the CIMO logic that is discussed in paragraph 8.3 below. In this thesis research, 

the specifications are that the solution concept must improve upon a naïve search. It must 

improve the search process, making the search more effective in costs, effort and time. A 

focal firm, especially a nascent one, should be able to search and develop a shortlist for 

consideration in the next phase in international cooperation – the selection phase. The 

boundary conditions are not breached as the solution concept introduced below does not 

recommend to the focal firms engage in any illegal or unethical behavior.  
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Table 8-2 below shows the design specifications that the thesis research has to meet in 

the right hand side with the generic example of design specifications shown in the left 

hand column. 

 
Table 8-2 Thesis Design Specifications 
Generic Design Specifications(from Aken et al, 
2008) 

Thesis Design Specifications 

Functional requirements; 
• realization of the solution should solve 
the business problem, which is the key 
requirement; 
• the benefits should exceed the costs; 

 

Functional requirements; 
• the solution concept should solve 

the international partner search 
problem, which is the key 
requirement 

• the search should be more 
systematic and more effective 

• should produce significant 
support in solving the business 
problem, i.e. developing a short 
list of promising potential 
partners.  

• the focal firms should be able to 
ascertain that the shortlisted 
candidates are more likely to 
perform their obligations should 
the focal firms proceed to a 
cooperative arrangement. 

User requirements: 
• the people presently working in the 

business system (or using the present 
tools or procedures) should have the 
competences needed to work in the new 
system or to use the new tools or 
procedures (so realization may involve 
some training); 

• the new system should be user-friendly; 
 

User requirements: 
• the focal firms and their staff 

should have the competences 
needed to conduct the search 

• the solution concept should be 
easy to apply/adopt - 
understandable, easy to use, easy 
to translate to specific 
circumstances. 

Boundary conditions: 
• the system should comply with legal 

requirements, including those on 
health and safety; 
• the system should comply with the 

present business policies of the company 
(unless the objective of the project is to 
change such policies); 

Boundary conditions: 
• the solution concept should 

comply with the legal 
requirements and ethics; 

 
• the solution concept is contingent 

on the focal firms seeking 
international cooperation 
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• the system should fit with the present 
company culture (unless, again, the 
objective of the project is to change some 
basic ideas on, for example, how to deal 
with customers or with subordinates; 

 
 

Design restrictions: 
• the project should take no more than X 

months; 
• no more than Y Euros should be spent; 
• the realization of the solution should 

change as little as possible in the present 
business system. 

Design restrictions: 
The target audience is restricted to 
Singapore SME's 

 

`8.3 The Creative Process of Design Development 

Design development is a creative process. However, as a process, there is a need for 

documentation of the steps taken as far as is possible, as it is being used as part of a 

research methodology. Hence in this section a few aspects of the development process - 

abstraction, serendipity and linear presentation in the solution concept – are described 

before the design and its major components are introduced. Developing design 

proposition involves the process of abstracting: generalizing from the inputs from the 

prior research work. There is also the element of serendipity in the creative process as it 

is not a defined exercise but a point at which the confluence the immersion in the key 

observations made from the research leads to the beginnings of a design. The third 

preliminary point that is addressed is the linear presentation in the solution concept. In 

many design, there is a logical sequence that is often linear whereas in reality many 

decisions are naturalistic (Lipshitz, R., Klein, G., Orasanu, J. & Salas, E. 2001).  
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8.3.1 Abstraction and the development of the solution concept 

To this end one aspect of design development is abstraction. The researcher-designer has 

to move from the details to principles, propositions and, perhaps, a framework. In this 

process the designer strives to develop a design configuration which when applied as 

interventions by the focal firms will through the mechanism meet the goal of improving 

the search process, while balancing resources, efforts and time. To accomplish this, the 

researcher may have to generate alternative designs. In this thesis, one aspect of 

developing the design involved distilling from key observations from the prior work 

(literature review and the studies).  

 

Drawing a page from legal scholarship and the discipline of law, the process in 

developing propositions from key observations is much like the cases decided by the 

courts from which rules are developed. The need to determine the rule of law from the 

previous decision is a characteristic of Anglo-American law. The English courts follow 

their previous decisions. The role of the lawyer (and judge) is to determine the ratio 

decidendi of prior cases; i.e. the rules of law those cases stand for. The process begins 

with identifying the material facts of the case and the decision made on them. 

 

The process by which the rules are developed is called abstraction. We had introduced 

this in Chapter 3 in the example of the legislative draftsman writing new regulations.  

Abstraction is the process of generalization from the specific factual instances, comments 

and rulings that apply in each case. The generalization leads to the abstract rules that 

apply outside of those specific settings across a number of concrete situations.  
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“Abstraction is the mental operation of picking out certain qualities and relations 
from the facts of experience. … Abstraction comes through the perception of 
similarities between individual facts, and all language and all thinking depend upon it. 
The next point to be noticed is that this process of abstraction may be carried to 
progressively higher flights. The individual dog Caesar is, at a low level of 
abstraction, a terrier; at a higher level he is a dog; higher still, a mammal; and then an 
animal and a living thing.”  

 (Williams, 1973) 
 

By analogy, developing design propositions in this thesis adopts a similar approach; the 

researcher will seek to find design propositions (akin to the rules or principles being 

sought under the doctrine of precedent) at a higher level of abstraction than the key 

observations made earlier.  The ways the design propositions can be prescribed is 

contingent on the information from the prior studies. Where interview transcripts are 

involved, the interviewees may not refer to the concept directly and may arise by 

implication their accounts. An example of this is the design proposition that is derived on 

flexibility. The word flexibility is not raised in the interviews but is latent in the 

interviews.  

 

8.3.2 Serendipity & Design Development 

There is often an element of serendipity involved in the creative phase. Most of the 

anecdotal accounts about design indicate that this is a common occurrence: when the 

designer after mulling over the details, the inputs, the existing theories, the required 

outcomes, and personal preferences, has a rising conviction that a design should take a 

certain shape or structure.  In the case of this researcher, the serendipitous moment was 

not a sublime moment, not spectacular, just a connecting of the dots, though at a higher 

level than the actual inputs that had been gleaned from the thesis studies.  
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This is a post hoc recall of the design process but it hopes to be as accurate as possible as 

account, but being a self-report, its integrity is mired in the researcher's personality, 

selective memory and perceptions. The serendipity lay in seeing the inputs as pointing to 

the focal firms conducting their searches in phases. Thinking along those lines, it 

occurred to this researcher that it would be helpful as the intervention that is to be 

proposed has to address the problem in context. Informing the nascent focal firms about 

to embark on international cooperation to be alert to the phases in the international search 

would be helpful to them. The focal firms appear to seek for contacts and leads in one 

phase. They gather information during this period. Following that there may be further 

interaction with the leads or some other follow-up action. Information processing may 

take place at this point. At another period of time, the focal firms narrow the search to a 

shortlist. 

 

The serendipitous moment also enabled this researcher to realise that in each phase the 

focal firms applied different strategies. If there are related strategies that have been 

employed with success by focal firms interviewed in the thesis studies, the solution 

concept should encompass these strategies and the activities and tactics supporting the 

respective strategies that have proven to be effective.  

 

The purpose behind the creative process of design is to ferret out from the mess of details 

in the inputs something of use. From the inputs the mechanisms that have proved to be 

effective ought to be paced into a solution framework that may guide nascent focal firms, 

whom the popular literature of Generation Y might call “newbies.” They would also be 
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helpful to focal firms who have embarked on international cooperation in refining their 

search methods, adding to their processes and in training their staff for international 

partner search.  The mechanisms in this solution concept include the whole framework of 

phases, strategies and activities the focal firms employ.  

 

8.3.3 Linear presentation or naturalistic decision-making   

The search process involves decision-making and is not a linear series of steps or 

activities. Yet in presenting the solution concept, a logical and linear manner is usually 

adopted for ease of explanation. In reality, the focal firms, in their search, make 

decisions, seeking outcomes that work and not necessarily to obtain the maximum 

benefits. The inputs show through the interview accounts that the decisions are made on 

the basis of incomplete information. More often than not, there are references to gut 

feeling. The focal firms also use rules of thumb. These methods they employed are 

consistent with naturalistic decision-making, where the decisions are characterized by 

satisficing (Simon, 1978), working with scarce resources and living with less than 

optimal methods.   

 

In naturalistic decision-making as real life decision-making has been called, the process 

may sequentially be non-linear and some activities may take place simultaneously.  There 

is a process orientation whereby the decision-makers are seeking information, 

interpreting the information and responding at times to situations, which form two 

characteristics of naturalistic decision-making: process orientation and context-bound 

informal modelling (Lipshitz, R., Klein, G., Orasanu, J. & Salas, E. 2001).  For the 
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purposes of the thesis research, the solution concept presents the activities and steps in a 

certain sequence, although the focal firms in practice may not follow the steps in the 

same order. One reason for the sequence is the tendency of the researcher to be guided by 

an inherent need for order. The other reason is the framing of the questions and how they 

are ordered during interviews.   

 

A number of reasons exist to explain the potential nonlinear steps in the search process. 

They are the opportunistic behavior of SME-owners, the operation of bounded rationality 

as the SME-owners operate under constraints of time and resources, and the psychology 

of the SME-owners. The behaviour of entrepreneurs and SME owners are characterized 

by opportunism. They are known to either find opportunities or create them through 

effectuation (Saraswathy, S., 2008).  Opportunity recognition refers to the action of 

entrepreneurs in recognizing opportunities and then seizing them. In effectuation, on the 

other hand, the entrepreneur creates the opportunities – the entrepreneur makes it happen.  

The opportunistic behaviour is seen in the interviews where a few of the focal firms 

responded to overseas enquirers, who sought them for business collaboration, instead of 

seeking alternatives or evaluating other options. They satisfice instead of seeking the 

optimal choice. Instead of their relative merits, focal firms may decide based on the 

situation (Endsley, 1997; Klien, 1998; Pennington and Hastie, 1993) or the focal firm’s 

values (Beach, 1993, 1997).  Focal firms are also constrained by the time they have to 

seek a partner and the resources at their disposal for this purpose. Hence, it is not 

surprising that instead of an optimal search process, under conditions of bounded 

rationality, they would satisfice.  The implications for the designer is to remember to 
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provide in the instructions for use of the solution concept the fact that the linear and 

logical flow of the guidelines need not be respected or realized in practice. 

  

The phases are consistent with a person's decision-making process. In order for a decision 

to be made, there is a need for information to be gathered about the matter before the 

decision-maker. The international partner search involves decisions. There are decisions 

about the markets, how to search for contacts or leads,   how to gain access to people and 

companies, etc. The phases that the solution concept is built upon stem from the ideas in 

decision-making.  In the case of the international partner search the decision-making is 

naturalistic and not optimizing. The focal firms are not seeing maximum benefits from 

their actions. The reason for not maximizing benefits is the resource constraints they face. 

The research question seeks to address the problem in context with the solution concept is 

needed. The decision-making adopted by the focal firms is non-linear and appears 

contrary to objective considerations.  Hence, the solution reflects the role that naturalistic 

decision-making plays (Pliske & Klein, 2003).  

 

8.4 The Solution concept 

Following the creative phase, this researcher developed the solution concept.  In this 

section, the overview of the solution concept is presented in the form of a table with a 

commentary on it components.   
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8.4.1 Overview of the design 

“A design proposition can be seen as offering a general template for the creation of 

solution s for a particular class of field problems” (Denyer et al, 2008).  As these 

propositions are intended for focal firms in general and not industry specific, they could 

be used as part of a template for action.  In essence, if a focal firm wishes to solve its 

international partner search problem it should follow the template subject to any 

necessary modifications for their specific situations. The propositions in the template will 

take the form of suggested phases, strategies and steps that the focal firms should take. 

The solution concept will suggest that for a focal firm to solve its international partner 

search problem (the problem in Context represented by C in the CIMO-logic), it should 

adopt the proposed mechanisms (M). The mechanisms take the form of the strategies and 

related activities and tactics that pertain to the phases in the search. The intervention (I) 

occurs when the focal firm adopts the guidance notes and engages the mechanisms, 

deriving the desired outcome – the more efficient search thereby obtaining a shortlist (O). 

 

In this thesis, the researcher has adopted the CIMO-logic. In describing the solution 

concept, the researcher has used the language of management, the discipline within which 

this thesis research falls. The solution concept is depicted in Table 8-2 below. The 

justification and commentary on the solution follows.  
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Table 8-2 Overview of the Solution concept 

 International Partner Search 
Phases International Collaboration Scanning Pre-Selection 

Strategies Information Gathering  Information Processing  Judgemental  
Activities & 

Tactics 
Site visits Triangulating 

information 
 Home visits  
 

Event hopping 
Ploughing networks 
Using referrals 

Background checks  
    

 Contact Data-mining Judgement Heuristics 
• Character 
• Competence 

 • Websites Relationship Building 
 • Directories Testing the Prospects 
 • Embassies   
Competencies Collaborative 

Competence 
Judgemental Competence 

Characterized 
by 

Naturalistic decision-making: Satisficing 
 

 

With reference to Table 8-1, the solution concept comprises of strategies the focal firms 

must employ and competencies that they must develop organizationally and in order to 

search for international partner effectively (the designed Outcome in CIMO-logic). The 

strategies and competencies are the mechanisms in the CIMO logic, gleaned from the 

studies. The competencies and strategies are to be employed at different phases during 

the international partner search. In the solution concept these two phases are the 

international collaboration scanning and the pre-selection phases.  These two phases lead 

to the selection phase and negotiation phase of the international cooperation process 

which this thesis research contributes to.  These phases are associated with three sets of 

strategies. In the international collaboration scanning phase, the focal firm needs to 

employ information gathering and information processing strategies. In the pre-selection 

phase, the focal firm needs to employ judgemental strategies. There are activities and 
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tactics associated with each set of strategies.  In the first half of the international 

collaboration scanning phase, the focal firm needs to develop and utilise its collaborative 

competence. In the second half of the scanning phase and in the pre-selection phase, the 

focal firm needs to employ its judgemental competence.  

 

8.4.2 Phases  

There are two discernible phases. The first phase is called the international collaboration 

scanning as the focal firms’ activities in this phase involve scanning the international 

environment for partners with whom they can enter into cooperation. Scanning is used in 

the sense employed in the strategy literature as in environment scanning in part of a 

firm’s external analysis (See e.g. Hambrick, 1982)  and in the technology and innovation 

management strategy literature as technology scanning(See e.g.Van Wyk, 1997).  In the 

solution concept, the focal firms need to understand that the mechanisms that they 

employ relate to key purposes within each phase. In the scanning phase, the purpose 

underlying the mechanisms employed is to scan the various international markets being 

considered for contacts for consideration. The scanning phase encompasses finding out 

about markets, contacts and prospects. The focal firms need to be exploring the options 

available by way of markets and prospective partners. These phases are drawn from 

interview accounts in the Search Factors and Search Process Studies, where the transition 

between the phases is discernible as the focal firms move from compiling a list of 

prospects in the scanning phase before they move into the pre-selection phase. One 

critical point at which this transition takes place is when the focal firm begins to build 

deeper relations with particular prospects. In this second phase of pre-selection, the focal 
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firms from the studies narrow the field of choices through various judgement calls, hence 

the role of judgemental strategies, which are defined in the next section. The activities 

that feature in this phase may include testing the prospects through test orders which are 

identified in Chapters 6 & 7. 

 

8.4.3 Strategies  

The thesis studies reveal that the focal firms employ clear strategies. There are three 

strategies employed, each with associated activities and tactics. The first is the 

information gathering strategy. The focal firms employ this strategy to obtain information 

about the markets and prospective employees. The strategy is an important requisite for 

effective international partner search because the focal firms are constrained by a lack of 

resources and geographical reach.  The studies reveal the ways in which the focal firms 

deploy their energies often in utilising the linkages others might provide through 

networks, referrals, leads and suggestions.  Depending on their industries, venturing 

overseas to meet industry players from the host countries at exhibitions and conferences 

is another way in which the strategy manifests itself.   

 

The second strategy is information processing as the focal firms process information 

about the prospects. Information processing on the part of the focal firms is important 

(See chapter 6 earlier). Leaders and managers of focal firms gather a considerable amount 

of information from various sources including company visits and over a period of time. 

Some of the information is gathered through observations and through conversations 

when others, managers or SME-owners may not be present. The information is also 
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gathered over time and the tendency exists for the information closest in time to the 

judgement to be deemed relevant. In the same manner that the most recent events are 

counted most relevant, information associated with crises or incidents may similarly 

taken into account when the information may not be really relevant. Without appropriate 

information processing, pertinent information may be forgotten, irrelevant information 

deemed important because of their recentness in time, and important information may be 

overlooked.  This strategy is also needed as people have limited memory capacity. 

Further, it is difficult for most people to simultaneously integrate a great deal of 

information. Without a proper strategy to process the information, the resources placed in 

meeting people, visiting companies, scouting directories and websites would be less 

efficient.  Where the persons scanning for prospects are the SME-owners, there is less 

reason for an explicit information processing strategy as the SME-owners have 

internalized the processes. It is when others are involved that these processes have to be 

explicit to ensure information gathered is not lost or misconstrued. 

 

With the information gathered and processed, there is a need to narrow the field of 

prospective partners that have been identified in the international collaboration scanning 

phase.  In the pre-selection phase, the focal firms in the studies evinced activities and 

tasks with the aim of discovering more and evaluating the prospects.  The strategy they 

employed is judgemental in nature. This term “judgement” has been employed in the 

sense employed by psychologists in the realm of decision-making(See e.g. Harrison, 

2001; Hogarth, 1980).  Judgements are made by the focal firms to deepen relations with a 

number of the prospective partners they have met.  The focal firms collated information 
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and processed it; they matched the information about the prospective partners against the 

search criteria that the focal firms have developed, which were described in Chapters 6 & 

7.  The thesis research did not explore judgement as a strategy as it was only 

subsequently identified through the design process. The heuristics and behaviour of the 

focal firms from the studies pointed to judgement (see Chapter 6).  The actual judgement 

strategies should be the subject of future research. The actual information processing 

strategies employed are in the realm of psychology and decision science, and outside the 

scope of this thesis. The focal firms would need to be subjected to more detailed 

questions and more appropriately, experimental research should be conducted.  

 

8.4.4 Activities and Tactics   

In the description of the solution concept thus far, the discourse has flowed from the top 

of Table 8-1 to the bottom.  In actuality the design development process has taken place 

in steps from the bottom-upwards: from the activities and tactics, this researcher has 

discerned the strategies and the implied competencies as well as phases.  In prescribing 

the solution concept, the description has proceeded in this order. The activities and tactics 

have been the most visible aspects of the solution concept. The studies had informed the 

research and the design inputs are accounts of the activities and tactics employed. The 

term “tactics” has been chosen to differentiate from “strategy.”  The strategy, taking the 

definition of stratagem, employs devices and tactics. 

 

Information gathering. Activities and tactics employed as part of the information 

gathering strategy include sourcing for information from directories, websites, virtual 
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networks and embassies. These activities and tactics can be classified as secondary 

information gathering procedures in the same fashion as empirical research sources are 

classified. The primary source information gathering procedures are the tactics that 

involve the focal firms asking people in their networks, at international exhibitions and 

conferences, participating in the business environments of prospective partners on visits, 

making cold calls over the telephone or even emails. 

  

Information processing: The activities and tactics that support the information processing 

strategy are not as numerous compared to the information gathering ones as the 

demarcation between the two strategies could be said to be artificial with the same 

activities and tactics serving both strategies. For example, a visit to a prospective 

partner’s business premises could serve both information gathering and information 

processing strategies. While this “overlap” may exist, there is a need to distinguish the 

two strategies as part of the solution concept, as the solution serves to direct the focal 

firms to action; the focal firms need to be aware of the two strategies they need to 

implement.  

 

Similarly, Table 8-1 shows a number of activities and tactics under the information 

processing strategy overlapping as activities under the judgement strategy. Background 

checks, home visits company visits and the like are activities serving the information 

processing strategy. The focal firm is employing these activities as a means to process the 

information about the prospective partners they have already met. As they process 

information, the focal firms engage in heuristics as means to make assessments. These 
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heuristics can be used to decide whether further information is necessary. At the same 

time, as they process the information, the focal firms may use heuristics to narrow the 

field of candidates or to decide that no further exploration of particular candidates need to 

be proceeded with. These judgement heuristics applied by focal firms in the thesis studies 

dealt with character and competence. The focal firms will be interested in aspects of 

character that relate to trustworthiness and trust. With competence, they use heuristics, 

for example, rules of thumb about the typical production facility against which they 

evaluate the companies they visit.   

 

To better understand the people they meet and their businesses, the focal firms initiate 

relationship building activities that span both information processing and judgement 

strategies. Information processing requires the mind to be engage and to associate facts 

with faces and events. The relationship building activities may involve karaoke singing 

sessions, meals or business banter. The focal firms process the information through these 

activities either during or after the events (asynchronously) `in reflexive moments. The 

same activities are also employed by the focal firms to judge the business contacts that 

they meet.     

 

Judgement. In the pre-selection phase, the focal firms exercise their judgement and 

choice. From the prospective partners identified in the scanning phase, they pick 

individuals to explore further in developing their relationships. The activities and tactics 

employed under this strategy which overlap with information processing include testing 

of the contacts through various means including the placing of small orders. 
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8.4.5 Competencies   

The competencies are to be distinguished from the strategies. The strategies without the 

competencies will only lead to ineffective searches because the strategies when 

implemented minus the competencies would be hollow activities. The factory visits and 

international exhibitions only bear fruit because the focal firms possess the competencies 

to harness these activities for contacts. The strategies benefit the focal firms because there 

is the ability to recall information, sieve the information and make important judgements.  

 

While the respondents in the studies did not speak of competencies, these are implicit 

from their inputs. In this thesis, competencies is used in the sense defined by Prahalad & 

Hamel(1990). The competencies are organizational resources that exist to facilitate the 

strategies focal firms will apply in the phases of international partner search.   These 

competencies need be present in the SME-owners of the focal firms as well as in the key 

personnel engaged in international cooperation. As focal firms engage in international 

cooperation, it will be incumbent not only for the SME-owners to possess the 

competencies but also other key managers who will be involved. Organizational 

competencies are needed because with greater international cooperation there will be a 

need for other personnel to be involved.   

 

Two sets of competencies are identified from the studies. The first is collaborative 

competence. This competence encompasses the capability to seek prospects through 

prospect generating activities or tasks such as exhibitions and conferences and the 

capacity to recall the relevant information that is used subsequently in the information 



 169 

processing strategy and in the pre-selection phase.  This competence is necessary as the 

perception of information is not comprehensive but selective. Without this competence, 

the focal firm may need to assign a higher number of people in implementing the 

information gathering strategy. However, with information gathering being carried on 

overseas, it is not a feasible option.  This competence also entails the ability to gather the 

relevant information for matching against the selection criteria. 

 

Judgemental competence is an organization resource that focal firms should develop. If 

the only person with this competence is the entrepreneur or SME-owner, the search will 

be hampered by the availability, the competence, the attention and the alertness of one 

individual. Even where the key player is one person, there needs to be a system for the 

way judgements about prospective partners are made. In practice, there will be more than 

one individual from the focal firm involved in the search. As the focal firm weighs the 

prospective partners against their criteria, expertise from various management functional 

areas may be called into the discussion to assist with their evaluation. In assessing the 

candidates for the shortlist, the nuances from the accounts of meetings or interactions, the 

conversations, the background checks, and other information need to be sifted and 

assessed. The organization’s members with skills, capabilities and knowledge about the 

prospects, their businesses and the countries within which they operate will facilitate the 

judgements being made. Triangulation of information and opinions would be possible. 

The heuristics being applied by certain individuals can also be shared and themselves 

evaluated for utility and accuracy.  
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8.4.6 Form of the solution concept   

The presentation of the solution concept needs to take a different format in the light of the 

audience.   The presentation of the solution concept is important firstly, for purposes of 

comprehension. The audience for the validation of the solution concept and the users will 

be the SME-owners, who are practitioners. Presenting a theoretical perspective would not 

be appropriate. Instead it needs to be translated from the theoretical to the practical for 

comprehension.  Secondly, the solution concept has to be presented in a practical format, 

in the form of practical steps, in order for it to be used by practitioners. The intended 

outcome of design research is the development of a solution concept that is capable of 

use. Hence, the need for a presentation that is practical. Finally, the presentation ought to 

facilitate validation of the solution concept. Validation of the solution concept is 

elaborated upon in the next chapter but it is relevant to discuss it here as it is linked with 

the design. As the solution concept needs to be presented in a manner that can be used, it 

is proposed to present the solution concept as a set of guidance notes.  

 

Design propositions can be 'instrumentalistic', like rules of the thumb, just proposing 

what to do in order to get the desired result. In the context of the research problem of 

international partner search, the solution concept would be best presented like rules of 

thumb or guidelines. The application of a design proposition within the solution, a 

guideline for example, would involve variations of the guideline in the context of various 

factors including the focal firm’s industry, the country of intended operations overseas, 

the resources it has and the decision-maker/s.  If there are variations to a number of the 

guidelines, the result might well be a set of guidelines unique for a specific industry 
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sector or unique to the focal firm. In short, it might be “the design of a specific variant of 

the general solution concept for the specific instance of the class of field problems in 

question” (Kramer & Van Aken, 2009). The focal firms would be the one with the 

general expertise and the in-depth knowledge of the specific context in which the solution 

concept will be applied.  

 

Further, like designing for a high reliability organization (Denyer et al, 2008), the focal 

firm may need a configuration or combination of design propositions. Thence, if the 

guidance notes recommend certain steps, the focal firm may choose to act of them in 

sequence, in combination and not necessarily in the order they are presented. The steps 

relate to the solution concept described earlier. Presented as steps, they meet the need for 

practicality for the purposes of comprehension, use and validation.  

 

In the light of the foregoing this researcher decided to present the solution concept as 

guidance notes.  Guidance notes are like medical protocols in evidence-based medicine 

(see e.g. Trinder and Reynolds, 2000) which are not developed for the layperson but for 

experienced medical doctors. They are not intended to be used by focal firms with 

international cooperation experience but by nascent focal firms without the 

internationalization experience. Presenting the solution concept as guidance notes is 

suitable in the light of the naturalistic decision-making, opportunism and bounded 

rationality discussed in the previous section. Guidance notes, as the word “guidance” 

suggests, allow for flexibility in application on the part of the users who can choose the 

steps most appropriate to their contexts. They can modify the design propositions to their 
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contexts accordingly to accommodate differences in industry or business practice, and the 

actual parties involved. In preparing the solution concept it has been assumed that the 

focal firms have a reasonable level of resources sufficient to embark on international 

partnership and the notes are designed to address this scenario. 

 

8.4.7 Onto Solution Concept Validation 

More powerful design propositions follow the so-called 'CIMO-logic' (Denyer et al, 

2008). In the case of this thesis, the design propositions conform to the logic of design 

(the CIMO logic). They are built upon inputs drawn from experts in the person of focal 

firms, and address the user needs. Under this logic, the solution concept must address the 

problem in its context (C), provide an intervention or solution concept (I), specify the 

desired outcome (O) and the mechanisms (M), which produce this outcome in this 

context. As such, in developing the guidance notes, the research entered the phase of 

synthesis and evaluation where the researcher considered the inputs from the literature 

review and prior studies bearing in mind the guidance notes must embody this logic. The 

creative leap involved abstraction and serendipity.  

 

In applying CIMO logic, this researcher donned two hats, alternating between the two: 

first as researcher and second placing himself into the shoes of the focal firm. Reading 

the interview accounts from the perspective of a SME-owner with his/her constraints and 

the prospects of the less familiar overseas territory, enabled a better understanding of the 

context and provided insights into the manner in which the activities and tactics that 

appeared in the accounts helped him/her in the search. Stepping into the shoes of the 
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focal firm enabled the serendipity. The focal firms in their interviews were satisfied with 

their methods. Their methods had worked.  Developing a solution concept based on 

methods that worked would satisfy an important pre-requisite of design. Building the 

intervention upon methods that have been found to work and recommended by the 

interviewee firms ensures that the solution concept would be effective so that the focal 

firms using the guidance notes can identify prospective partners with whom to negotiate. 

  

The overview of the solution concept has been described in this chapter and the thesis 

proceeds to describe in Chapter 9 the manner in which these guidance notes have been 

validated. The revised guidance notes are described in Chapter 10 with the full set 

guidance notes set out in Annex 4 to this thesis.  
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CHAPTER 9 

VALIDATING THE SOLUTION CONCEPT 
 

9.1 The Need to Validate the Solution Concept 

The design approach does not end with the solution concept that has been developed in 

the preceding chapter in the form of the guidance notes that are discussed in this chapter. 

The solution concept provides the propositions that provide the focal firms with the 

desired outcome – resolving the international partner search problem. The propositions 

also known as technological rules (Van Aken 2004, 2005) present pieces of knowledge, 

connecting the interventions suggested (the strategies, activities and tactics referred to in 

Chapter 8) with the desired outcome (Van Aken et al 2007). Design research is intended 

to develop solutions that have application. As such there is a need to ascertain if the 

solutions are capable of being applied usefully. The solutions need to be validated or 

assessed to ascertain that they work. To this end, three "validations" were conducted to 

evaluate the practicability of the solution concept.  This chapter describes the steps taken 

to assess the design developed.   

 

9.1.1 Why Solution concepts need Validation 

The design process which begins with the research domain (international cooperation 

involving SMEs), the research/knowledge problem (the area for which knowledge is 

required to address), research and design, has two further steps: validation by peer review 

and field testing.  In the context of this thesis the design process stops at validation and 
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does not proceed to field testing because practicality and time issues as well as the belief 

that validation may suffice in the case of designs such as this.  In contrast to explanatory 

science, validation and field testing are prescribed because the design approach seeks to 

build a solution for a problem. This solution may be built on an existing theory or 

theories and upon contextual information. The critical aspect is the design and whether it 

would be capable of performing and addressing the problem for which it has been 

designed. The designs need to be validated for feasibility. Some designs need to be field 

tested before general application.  

  

When the solution concept addresses the material world as in engineering solutions, the 

solution is field tested meaning the solution is “sufficiently tested in its intended field of 

application, and ‘grounded’ means that it is know why the use of the solution produces its 

intended outcome (Van Aken et al, 2007).  The same principle of “field-testing” extends 

to designs to solve problems in the immaterial world as in business or social systems.  

The purpose of the validation of the design is thus to ascertain the potential of the design 

in delivering its promised properties, without necessarily implementing the design.   

 

Validation of designs is, thus, necessary on the basis of its scientific philosophy in 

extending beyond the traditional scope of science as being describe, explain or predict to 

the realm of prescription. Whereas the traditional realm of science need only to conform 

with the requirements of falsification and validity, in asserting that it would provide 

solutions, necessitates the demonstration in design science that the solutions can be used 

or applied. Hence, in the realm of prescription, the solution only gains attention when it is 
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capable of working. The logic of this is that one should only prescribe what is practical 

and practicable.  Another reason validation has to do with the recent advent of design 

science.  Its recent history has been described in Chapter 3 earlier. As a new approach to 

research, there is a need to demonstrate its validity. Design science, like the qualitative 

methodologies, faces the same initial objections the other researchers in the positivist 

quantitative perspective had previously raised about qualitative approaches. The 

qualitative researchers have since developed analogous methods and protocols to mirror 

the quantitative researchers’ standards for quality research and credibility (Patton, 2002 

p.544). Qualitative researchers emphasize procedures for minimizing investigator bias 

through the employment of rigorous and systematic data collection procedures, using 

multiple coders and calculating intercoder reliability (See e.g. Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Triangulation of information, recording and keeping transcripts, are ways the qualitative 

researchers strive for quality and credibility.  Qualitative researchers from the social 

construction perspective suggest “credibility as an analog to internal validity, and 

transferability as an analog to external validity, dependability as an analog to reliability 

and confirmability as an analog to objectivity” (Lincoln and Guba, 1986).  

 

The design approach to management research faces the same challenges. In fact, 

researchers employing the design approach need to meet two sets of standards. They need 

to meet the standards of rigour associated with the research methodology employed in 

obtaining information and inputs, and the standards for design science.   Researchers 

employing this approach need to conform to the standards in the methodologies they 

employ to ascertain the problem in context, and to obtain inputs for the design. Should 
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they use quantitative methods, they should meet the requirements there and likewise, 

when qualitative methods are used.   In addition to these requirements, this approach 

faces other challenges concomitant with its claims of application: elaborating as far as 

possible on the creative process that leads to the design, justifying the design and 

verifying that the design is fit for its purpose. The creative element and the thought 

processes that produce the solution concept are hidden from view.  Yet in the same 

manner as philosophers and other researchers apply reasoning, these processes cannot be 

wholly transparent. Yet there needs to be some logic to the reasoning, hence, the 

application of CIMO logic described in Chapter 8. The designs in themselves need to be 

justified in meeting design requirements described in Chapter 8. Finally, there is a need to 

validate the design.   

 

9.1.2 What Validation Entails 

Validation of designs is contingent on the context of the problem, the extent of the 

intended solution being designed, the resources available and time constraints. In some 

fields such as engineering, the designs are validated through scale models. Alternatively, 

the designs may be validated through simulations. In medicine, the intended surgical 

techniques may be validated through consultation with peers. They might be tried on 

research subjects (e.g. animals) with organs bearing similarities to human ones. 

Pharmaceutical products are often validated on animals before being introduced into 

human trials.  
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Other fields may work with scale models. Aircraft and automobile designers have used 

models in wind tunnels. Shipbuilders and other maritime fields have used tidal tanks to 

assess ships hulls, etc. The design of a new jet aircraft is validated at the stage of the 

design without a plane being built. A Boeing or Airbus jet aircraft does not need to be 

built in order to validate the design. In practice, the design is validated by expert panels. 

The designers’ peers examine the designs and plans to conclude on the viability of the 

new jet. The aircraft manufacturers venture into their market place to see if the new 

designs would entice airlines to invest their money to place orders. Resources and time 

constraints do not permit them to build a full-scale aeroplane before embarking upon 

production.  In some industries, such as software where the commitment in resources is 

bits and bytes, it is possible to submit the software to validation in companies. Yet a key 

objective for introducing the software into a company is not just validation but in enticing 

the company to be a co-developer or user and customer. The involvement of the company 

as a co-developer would have been on the basis of an initial design that provided 

sufficient evidence of viability in addressing the problem being addressed.  

 

The same story applies in other technologies where investments may come from venture 

capital firms. The venture capitalists invest on the basis of initial ideas which are in 

essence initial designs. The business idea involves a technology, which is the application 

of science or technology arrayed in a certain configuration (a design) that means 

perceived needs. The perceived needs may be in the market place of consumers or with 

other business users.  The level of investment differs at each stage of the design as it 

undergoes its iterations. 
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 For this research, the desired outcome from the use of the solution concept is for focal 

firms to reduce their costs and efforts in identifying potential partners, and narrowing the 

field of prospects to the selected candidates with whom negotiations can proceed. The 

solution concept is deemed feasible when the solution matches the experience and 

knowledge of SMEs, with the intended steps to be undertaken by SMEs who have yet to 

embark overseas, and with the actual practice of focal firms with international 

cooperation experience.  The solution concept has to have credibility in the eyes of the 

users or potential users. The credibility can be ascertained from the comments and 

reactions of users and potential users to the proposed solutions. If there is little negative 

comment, if there are refinements to the main tenets of the solutions, or if the users intend 

to use these guidance notes, the solution concept would be credible. 

 

In this thesis, the solution concept is assessed in this fashion.  Instead of incorporating the 

design in a course or programme, the guidance notes are subjected to peer review 

validation. Like the architectural design or engineering one, the guidance notes are 

assessed by SME-owners in general (validation 1), nascent focal firms who have yet to 

enter international cooperation (validation 2) and experienced focal firms (validation 3). 

For the validations, SMEs have been used as they are the peers to potential users of the 

guidance notes – other Singaporean SMEs.  The findings of the 3 validations are 

described below. 
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9.2 Introducing the validations 

The solution concept was validated first with a group of 27 SMEs at a public seminar 

(validation 1). Second, it was validated with SMEs who have not as yet entered 

international cooperation (we call them nascent focal firms). The validation sought to 

confirm the steps in the search process by interviewing nascent focal firms, without prior 

knowledge of the solution concept, to see if they employ the same activities 

recommended in the solutions. In this way, the solution concept is evaluated against the 

steps nascent focal firms would adopt (validation 2).  

  

The first two validations revealed a high degree of endorsement and agreement by the 

SME-owners/experts with the design propositions: both SMEs and nascent focal firms. In 

the third validation, the solution concept in the form of guidance notes were presented on 

an online forum facilitating feedback from the panel of experienced focal firms. These 

focal firms were subsequently interviewed twice for additional views, thus assessing the 

guidance notes (validation 3). The revised solution concept described in Chapter 10 

incorporates improvements drawn from the comments of the final panel of SME experts. 

 

9.2.1 Validation 1: SMEs in General 

A seminar was organized as part of the university entrepreneurial alliance centre’s talk 

series. The seminar was attended by 27 individuals involved in SMEs, with 12 of them 

SME-owners, on 27 September 2007. The design propositions were presented to the 

audience, questions solicited, and proceedings video-taped in order to better capture the 

comments. However, there were few comments on the propositions except for a question 
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on the differences in legal regulations for the different markets. Legal regulations, 

however, play little role in the search for a partner except when the focal firm is 

searching for a partner with knowledge of laws regulating a foreign market.  

 

9.2.2 Validation 2: Nascent Focal Firms 

The second validation applied a different approach. The researcher approached SME-

owners, who had aspirations to venture abroad and to seek international partners, but who 

had not done so (nascent focal firms). The research thus enquired of these nascent focal 

firms, what are the steps they planned to embark on should they decide to take the plunge 

and search for international partners. The steps drawn from the observations provided by 

the interviewees would be compared against the solution concept.  This study thus serves 

to ascertain if the activities the nascent focal firms would engage in differed from the 

solution concept. Second, it serves to inform us if the solution concept would have value 

for nascent focal firms. As the Search Process Study involved a sample of experienced 

focal firms, there is a need to ascertain the applicability and usefulness of the 

propositions to nascent focal firms.  

 

Trained research assistants interviewed the respondents using a qualitative open-ended 

interview approach with questions about their intention to venture overseas and what 

means would they choose. When an appropriate form of cooperation was mentioned, 

further probing was done on the means by which they would search for these potential 

partners. The interviews are transcribed and coded using free coding employing the 

NVivo software.  
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Five SME owners were approached for this study. They are from various service 

industries as shown in Table 1 below.  Apart from Case 9-2, the other businesses were 

young. Case 9-2 has no cooperation partners as yet but has attempted unsuccessfully to 

sell services overseas through agents.  In one case, an agent was appointed but brought no 

orders to the company. On another occasion, an order came through that was way beyond 

Case 9-2’s ability to meet. Hence, Case 9-2’s current strategy of developing 

collaborations domestically to meet the large orders from abroad.  

 
Table 9-1: Nascent Focal firms 
Company Industry Age of company 
Case 9-1 Training 3 years 
Case 9-2 Printing and packaging 32 years 
Case 9-3 IT support services 11 years 
Case 9-4 Childhood learning services 3 years 
Case 9-5 Restaurant 2 years 
 

Case 9-1 and Case 9-3 made exploratory trips and enquiries into the South East Asian 

region. Four respondents were approached at one time or another to consider overseas 

operations involving overseas partners. The fifth respondent has not personally travelled 

overseas but has a partner with overseas experience as a consultant who develops 

restaurants before handing them over to the clients as turnkey projects.  

 

9.2.2.1 Intended Activities of Nascent Focal Firms  

The respondents described similar search criteria as revealed in the Search Factors Study 

but with a less comprehensive list. They identify commitment, complementarity (Case 9-

3 and Case 9-2), fit with their internationalization purpose (Case 9-3), and gut feeling or 

instinct (Case 9-4). Instead of the word trust, there are references to the character of a 
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potential partner, as Case 9-4 notes: “I see that the person’s character is more important 

than the money. Money I can always find, I guess so. I have this kind of childlike faith 

but finding the right person could be difficult because money could not buy it.”  

 

Case 9-5 interestingly did seek cooperation with overseas partners but would rely on 

existing customers to help find favorable locations.  For them, their customers would play 

the role of sleeping partners in overseas ventures but not be needed for the development 

of the foreign business. 

 

Exhibitions are only mentioned once by Case 9-3 who would use this means to develop 

new contacts: “There are quite a number of international exhibitions in Singapore. It is 

good for communication. You can see companies from different countries as well as from 

Singapore. You look around and you build up.” Three of the respondents mentioned the 

use of existing contacts with one respondent prepared to rely on government business 

matching efforts as a means to meet other international SMEs.  

 

Two of the respondents had not been in involved in overseas searches and mainly sought 

to rely on the usual methods they have been accustomed to in seeking contacts locally 

(Case 9-2 and Case 9-4). Within Singapore, it would have been normal to have searched 

with one’s own networks. It would appear to be the case that the SMEs without prior 

experience would have identified these standard approaches. Two of them (Case 9-1 and 

Case 9-5) rely on their existing contacts which included those with international 

resources they could potentially make use of.  Case 9-1 had international networks 
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through professional organizations. Case 9-5 relies on customers with the international 

reach particularly into Indonesia, their target market. 

 

Case 9-1 mentioned making blind calls and asking people to introduce her to possible 

contacts. She would then start off with a letter or email. She was the only one to mention 

background checks but of a specific legal aspect on solvency:  “We also do our own 

research to obtain background knowledge. We either check with the equivalent of the 

Official Assignee to make sure the business of the prospective partner is not bankrupt or 

engage a rating agency to make a credit check on the company. Based on the information 

we receive, we decide on whether or not we should work with the particular prospect, 

though at times we cannot be too demanding of possible partners.” (Case 9-1)  

 

She also mentioned that she would search for leads by winning the confidence of those 

she spoke to. She did this by volunteering information about what her business is about 

and about her interest in meeting contacts for business in the country she is visiting: “I 

mean I wear the flag and tell people what I do." "You know, through some conversation, 

sometimes you find that it’s a very small world (you know who and who… and yeah) 

….” It also a way she uses to promoting transparency as she notes: “Like this Australian 

partner I considered for possible partnership, they deal with my board as well, we have a 

four director board and 2 shareholders, so we have to meet at board meetings. I think it’s 

openness that is much more appealing to possible partners, especially when we meet in 

another framework.” 

 



 186 

Case 9-1 believed in the need to be transparent so that the contacts whom she met with 

could evaluate her appropriately. On the other hand, her business B-learning had 

interested parties enquiring about being partners. She did not have to describe her 

business as it had built a reputation for quality and had won an award for excellence. It 

was a matter of deciding with whom to open discussions and she could focus her search 

on the criteria of character and passion of possible partners.  

 

9.2.2.2 Nascent Vs. Experienced Focal Firms 

The entrepreneurs exhibited a lack of experience with international cooperation. Their 

comments are tentative, lack incisiveness, uninformed, and general in nature. Their 

criteria for international activities appear to be an extension of their prior experience with 

domestic searches for partners.  

 

In contrast to the experienced focal firms, the nascent ones can be seen as in the early 

stages of formulating plans on internationalizing their business. Although they had ideas 

and leads on what they could do should they decide to embark on their search seriously, 

the interviews did not point to clear steps. The nascent focal firms harbored proposals and 

hinted at the activities. They were forming their choices of mode of entry; they were 

choosing the locations they should concentrate; they were examining their internal 

capabilities. As such, most of their comments in an open-ended format interview 

addressed issues such as the following: 

1. the need for international operations 

2. the mode of entry 
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3. the search criteria 

 

Their comments on the partner search process appear to be based activities they assumed 

were needed for the search. Their comments revealed a lack of grounding in actual 

experiences.   

 

These interviews highlight the relevance of the design propositions developed from the 

thesis research. It validates the relevance of the design approach to management research 

in providing propositions are applicable to the nascent internationalizing entrepreneurs. 

The design propositions have much to offer these entrepreneurs whose initial plans and 

steps are based on their domestic experiences and lack the rich experience from those 

with internationalization experience. 

 

9.2.3 The final validation 

To conduct the final validation of the design propositions, 5 SME-owners with 

experience in international cooperative arrangements were asked to evaluate the design 

propositions.  The choice of this set of SME-owners is important as they form an expert 

panel. They needed to represent a range of industry sectors as well as a range of 

cooperative arrangements. They were also selected because their search processes had 

involved regional countries that are within the scope of interest.  A set of guidance notes 

was provided to each of the 5 peer review experts. Table 9-2 below provides brief details 

of their industries and international cooperation experience. They were then invited to 

provide comments to the guidance notes on the discussion forum of the research 

workspace. These comments would be available to each of the panel and they could if 
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they so wished access the site to provide further comments over a period of five days.  

Their role is equivalent to an expert review panel examining a design in the field of 

architecture when they present an international award for architectural design, or an 

expert panel evaluating a suggested medical protocol or surgical procedure, or 

engineering experts evaluating a engineering plans for a new space shuttle. 

Table 9-2 Experienced Focal Firms 

Company Industry International 
Cooperation 
[Countries] 

Nature of 
Relationships 

Years in 
business 

Case 9-6 Logistics Cambodia, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, Vietnam 
 

Joint ventures & 
alliances 

26 years 

Case 9-7 Building automation Philippines, India Joint ventures, 
alliances & buyer-
seller relationships 

8 years 

Case 9-8 Consulting & 
Biodiesel 

Malaysia, 
Philippines 

Contractual 
arrangements 

27 years 

Case 9-9 IT business South-east Asia Buyer-supplier 
relationships 

25 years 

Case 9-10 Real estate 
marketing 

Indonesia, Malaysia Buyer-supplier 
relationships 

5 years 

 

9.2.3.1 Comments received 

The 5 participants in the final validation (hereafter called the panel) are Case 9-6, Case 9-

7, Case 9-8, Case 9-9 and Case 9-10. They have international cooperative arrangements 

ranging from alliances to long term contracts for services. Case 9-6 is in a logistics 

business as a freight forwarder with operations in Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, 

Cambodia and Myanmar. Case 9-9 is involved in the IT business - purchasing and 

distributing through other SMEs in the region. Case 9-10 is in the real estate business 

marketing Singapore properties in Malaysia and Indonesia. He works through partners in 

Indonesia. Case 9-8 has been and is currently in numerous cooperative arrangements. He 
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is currently working on a biodiesel project that has partners in Malaysia and Philippines. 

Case 9-7 is in the buildings automation business and he has international projects where 

he is engaged in providing services, working with agents and manufacturing products 

through subcontractors overseas. 

 

In general, the panel was in favour of the guidance notes. They provided excellent 

feedback that is incorporated in the revised solution concept. The comments center 

around: 

a. choosing the location vs. identifying the partner (Case 9-6, Case 9-7, Case 9-8, 
Steven, Case 9-10) 
 
b. the importance of preparation and what that entails (Case 9-6, Case 9-7, Case 
9-8, Steven) 
- in particular, the importance of cultural intelligence in preparation and 
relationship building (Case 9-10, Case 9-9 and Case 9-8). 
 
c. additional sources for contacts (Case 9-8, Case 9-10) 
-  Other ways of testing the prospective partner (Case 9-6 and Case 9-8) 
 
d. details on the actions to be taken on the contacts obtained (Steven) 
 
e. emphasis on the usefulness of having a pre-determined partner search checklist 
(Case 9-8)  
 
f. characterizing the phases in the search process (Case 9-9 and Case 9-10) 
 
g. inclusion of aspects excluded - gut feeling (Case 9-7),  
 
h. caution may require other intermediate steps - gradual build-up (Case 9-6 and 
Case 9-7). 
 

In general, the panel did not express negative comments on the guidance notes. Case 9-9 

was the only one to specifically note their usefulness. Case 9-9 and Case 9-8 agreed with 

the need for flexibility. There are numerous points where the panel specifically agreed 
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with the solution concept. As the instructions to the panel were for comments to add to or 

criticize the notes, it has to be assumed that unless otherwise stated, the panel agreed.  

 

There was a word of caution from Case 9-8 on the need to have different detailed 

guidance notes for different industries. This comment necessitates the introduction of a 

caveat into the notes so that the reader understands that we are only providing guidance 

on the search process, and that the search criteria and specific aspects would differ by 

industry and host country location. 

a. Location vs. identification of a suitable partner  

There is a difference of opinion on the part of the panel. Case 9-8 and Case 9-6 are in 

favor of the starting point in the process being the selection of the location. The other 

three agree with the importance of identifying the right partner as being of paramount 

importance. This difference can be accommodated by indicating the logical flow of the 

process as beginning with the selection of the location but to note that the panel is in 

agreement that the partner is the ultimate factor that swings the decision.  

 

It was also noted that in the event of a prospective partner showing up at one's door, 

when the focal firm has yet to consider venturing overseas, there is still a need for the 

focal firm to go through the step of evaluating if the location this partner represents is in 

line with the firm's plans/strategies.  The notes should also indicate that at times latent 

demand is at work. The decision to venture overseas may not be in the mind of the focal 

firm until the prospect or an enquiry is received, hence making it a case of latent demand. 
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The selection of the location would be better cast within the overall category of activities 

pertinent to preparing for international partner search.  

b. Preparation 

In the light of the comments made by the panel on the need for preparation, a section will 

be introduced in the guidance notes to address this and comments on the need to search 

for partners that meet the focal firm’s strategic fit. It would also appear from one of the 

panel that use of academic terms such as strategic fit might be in order, although for 

purposes of clarity for laymen it may be wiser to put technical terms like strategic fit and 

organizational readiness in square parentheses. Aspects of preparation referred to by the 

panel include: steps taken to understand the markets, cultures, and getting the focal firm 

in readiness for venturing overseas in its services or product offerings.  

 

One of the aspects in preparing for the search that the panel highlighted is cultural 

intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003). They mentioned the need to be aware of cultural 

differences and to harness cultural sensitivities. Cultural understanding served two 

purposes. First, in being understood and appreciated by the other party as the search 

process involves both sides and the contacts the focal firm is considering will also be 

evaluating them. Case 9-9 noted that understanding the host partner's culture helps create 

good impressions as one does not wish to lose potential partners through tactless 

behavior. He suggests preparation that includes training the staff.  Case 9-10 noted the 

same concern as cultural awareness helps the focal firm not to rub the prospects the 

wrong way as Singaporeans have been known to be offensive. Second, cultural awareness 
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permits the searcher to be alert to clues – both verbal and nonverbal - embedded in other 

cultures.   

 

The panel suggested additional sources of contacts involving networks of Singaporeans 

overseas (Case 9-8 and Case 9-6), listservs and the Internet through a focal firm website 

(Case 9-8) and semi-retired executives (Case 9-8 notes that they may provide useful 

information at a fraction of the cost and often have better networks). In the intermediate 

steps of testing a prospective partner, it was also possible to find new sources for contacts 

(see below). 

c. Additional means of testing the prospective partner 

Case 9-6 suggests moving gradually by first appointing the prospect as an agent before 

making him/her a full-fledged partner. Although Case 9-6 used the term partner in a more 

rigid sense of partner, his suggested approach could be conceived as another way to test 

the individual or the firm before committing to a formal joint venture. Case 9-8 suggested 

embarking on a short term contract or arrangement that allows the parties the opportunity 

to explore and to be flexible. 

 

When details of contacts are obtained, Case 9-9 suggests specific steps to ensure that the 

contacts are not simply placed into storage. His incisive pointers are extracted in Table 9-

2.  
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Table 9-3 Going beyond Collecting Name Cards 

Be attentive (and not drunk) and observe carefully to 
-         Gather information  

His/her experience – what skill? Knowledge? Knowhow? Specialization? 
His/her aspiration – what are his/her goals, vision, plan 
His/her inspiration – what motivates him/her; makes him/her tick 

            His/her influence – who he/she knows? What he/she can do? 
How he/she conducts his/her business – hand on or hand off 

            Who his/her best friends, partners are? What do they do for a living? 
            Who are his/her “lieutenants”? He/she could be the one that does all the work 
  
-         Process the information 

Verify – Check with others on:  
                   How he interacts with others 
                           How others responded to him 
                           Visit the company – check with employees 
       Identify - Sieve through the above contacts 
                           Group them into their products, services, work  
                           Note if the social contact has something that you can develop later on 
                           Any “sparks”, connectivity and synergy between you and the contact 

 

d. Usefulness of having Search Criteria 

Case 9-8 pointed to the value of having thought through the search criteria beforehand. 

This requires discipline but he points out that such a process will give a greater ability to 

assess the prospect. He shares the experience he had in his searches comparing the ill-

prepared search with the one aided with search criteria and comments that preparation 

provides greater ease in decision-making and in involving his team in aiding the search. 

e. Logical flow to the relationship building  

There was a discussion between two participants in the panel on the forum - between 

Case 9-9 and Case 9-10. They agreed with the other steps but felt that there was a need to 

introduce a sequence to the search process. They divided the process into four phases. 

Case 9-10 drew upon the phases from a training program based on the process of 
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disciple-making engaged in by Jesus Christ described in The Bible. The four phases are: 

“come and see, follow me, be with me, and remain in me.”  

 

Case 9-10 sought to re-label the phases and activities with respect to international partner 

search. In the original context, the labels and phases indicated the message Jesus had for 

His early disciples. He first called them to come and see, then to follow Him, followed by 

a deeper involvement in being with Him. In the last phase, they continued in their 

commitment to His call and developed the church. Case 9-10’s comments are best 

understood in context and they are extracted for reference. 

…stage 1 (come & see) mingle around, network with the locals (more important then the 
Singapore residents who are already there) understand the cultures of how that particular 
industry mechanism operates locally & then localize the reader's product / services to 
compliment. 
… 
(Come & see approach) = (meeting people in various networking) level of time spent 
with each network 25%  
 Stage 2 (follow me) = (spend some time to know the potential partners to better 
understand) level of commitment 50% for readers 
 stage3 (be with me) (doing joint launches / marketing/ manufacturing but based on per 
project basis) 75% 
 stage 4 ( remain in me) This is where the partnership is formed after going through some 
projects & both parties are agreeable & would have made some commitment to each 
other & not one-way 100% 

Case 9-10 
 

Case 9-9 agreed with this approach and had objectives to each of the 4 phases: - 

acquaintance, attraction, attention and attachment. 

 

Enhancements to the existing guidance notes include the need to conduct background 

checks.  Case 9-6 advised focal firms to have a healthy skepticism or distrust of what the 

prospects tell or disclose to the focal firm. Case 9-6's exact words are, “Listen but be alert 
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and don't accept 100% advice from them, they always keep some sensitive information 

from you."  

 

Another aspect that bears mentioning is the need for caution that is in line with the 

preceding comment. Instead of rushing into a deal with any contacts, two of the panel 

(Case 9-6 and Case 9-7) suggest intermediate steps of appointing agents or representative 

offices. A representative office permits the focal firm to deploy its own staff to setup a 

small office. This step enables the focal firm to learn more about the market in the host 

countries and about the key players as well as the contacts that have been developed or 

can be developed in the future.  There is a need to learn from the experiences and 

transactions in the search process even mistakes (Case 9-6). 

 

There is also a need to include items originally excluded from the guidance notes being 

validated. The panel's remarks spurred the need to include them. The panel noted the 

need to be prepared to commit and to take risks with the attendant possible loss of money 

in the search process. Similar comments had been gathered in the Search Process Study 

but excluded in the draft guidance notes. Yet these comments are echoed by the panel - 

that there needs to be an element of risk and venturing on the part of the focal firm. This 

risk-taking tentativeness of arrangements suggested adding a note on the need to go 

beyond exploration and at some point to make a commitment with limits to the potential 

damage that could occur.  
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Case 9-7 and Case 9-10 emphasized the role of "gut feeling" in decision-making. In 

drafting the guidance notes on decision-making, this had been omitted as it did not appear 

scientific. In the light of these comments, it would appear necessary to add a comment to 

the solution concept where the draft mentions deciding upon the prospect with whom the 

focal firm trusts and is comfortable, that a number of SME-owners have referred to this 

as "gut feeling." 

 

9.2.3.2 Whether they will use the guidance notes  

All but one of the experts would use the guidance notes. They were asked whether they 

would ask their successor or representative to use the notes when being sent to search for 

new international partners. Case 9-6 felt that the notes were too academic. He preferred 

for his successor to learn through trial and error on the job in the field. It was not an 

unexpected response as Case 9-6’s managers would not be highly educated. Case 9-10, 

Case 9-8 and Case 9-9 had all been through a university education whereas Case 9-6 

learnt via experience and that appears to be his preferred mode for his successor. 

 

9.3 Revising the Solution Concept  

The solution concept has been validated through the three panels. The summary results 

from the validations have been provided at paragraph 9.2. The solution concept has 

refinements introduced from comments received. The solution concept is ready for 

unveiling in Chapter 10.  
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSION 
 

10.1 The Solution Concept after Refinement 

With the completion of the validations described in Chapter 9, this thesis research draws 

to a close with the unveiling of the solution concept, the indication of the limitations of 

this research and suggestions for future research. The validations showed that the 

guidance notes were capable of working and would be used by the SMEs. The comments 

from the panel of experts indicate that the solution concept has credibility with potential 

users. The guidance notes included the steps that these experts have themselves employed 

in searching for their partners. They found the notes to be useful as they include 

mechanisms that echo with their experience and have been placed in a systematic layout.  

In this section, we describe the solution concept and discuss the mechanisms that enable 

it to bring about the outcome designed – efficiency in the international partner search.  

 

10.1.1 Solution Concept Mechanisms 

Within the CIMO logic, mechanisms are what enable the solution concept through the 

intervention to affect the intended outcomes. The validations indicated that the guidance 

notes would work. The intervention (I) occurs when the focal firms use the guidance 

notes. The intervention will produce the results expected because the guidance notes 

incorporate the appropriate mechanisms as these mechanisms are identified through 

research with experts, the focal firms who have participated in the four studies and three 

validations. 
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It is necessary as we present the revised guidance notes to point to the reasons focal firms 

using the guidance notes would in so doing (the use/adherence to the guidance being the 

intervention) achieve an efficient international partner search through the mechanisms 

embodied within them.  The mechanisms were identified in Chapter 8 as the whole 

framework of phases, strategies and activities the notes advises that focal firms employ.  

At that point in time, the term “mechanisms” was used in the general sense of devices 

that enable the outcomes.  To better understand how the mechanisms in the guidance 

notes operate, it is needful to understand their characteristics. 

 

The mechanisms enable an organization to achieve certain objectives.  According to 

Parjunen (2008) mechanisms possess fourth characteristics:  

“First, mechanisms consist of component parts and their activities/interactions. 
Second, mechanisms produce something. Third, this productive activity depends 
essentially on the hierarchical (part–whole) structure of mechanisms. Fourth, 
mechanism explanations are representations or models of mechanisms that, if 
accurate, describe relevant characteristics of the mechanisms operating in 
organizational processes.” 
 

These mechanisms can be at the level of individuals or units or social groups in 

organizations. In this thesis, the term is employed in the same sense with a difference. 

Parjunen’s definition is pertains to mechanisms within an organization. In the case of the 

thesis research the term has been extended beyond the inner workings within an 

organization to outside the organization into inter-organizational relations. The focal 

firms are to utilize the mechanisms in the guidance notes in their international partner 

search.  
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As, the outcome that is desired in the use of the guidance notes is a more efficient search 

for partners,  it is necessary to point out the aspects of the solution concept that make for 

the desired outcomes. In other words, which aspects (or mechanisms) within the guidance 

notes enable the focal firms to minimize their search efforts and thus costs.    

 

a. Systematic Search 

The first mechanism, if it can be thus referred to, is systematic search.  The identification 

of the steps and placing them in sequence as the process-flow in the guidance notes 

enables the focal firms to have cognizance of the relevant aspects while conducting the 

search. An additional merit of the guidance notes is a reduction in the need to backtrack 

in one’s search process or to squander resources on missteps.  The mechanisms in the 

guidance notes are the combination of strategies and their associated activities and tactics 

which are to be employed by the focal firm. The focal firms are to proceed in phases.  

The mechanisms in the notes work best when they are brought together as Parjunen 

(2008) has pointed out, mechanisms consist of components.  The guidance notes depicts 

what a systematic international partner search would entail.  For the purposes of 

description, the mechanisms are discussed individually and the reader is requested to bear 

in mind that the mechanisms are used in combination. 

 

Yet having noted the systematic approach, the guidance notes begins by pointing out that 

the search is a naturalistic process, without using the technical term, by stating that the 

process may not be linear. The guidance note begins with the introduction. 
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Introduction 
These guidance notes attempt to provide guidance to Singapore SME-owners seeking to venture overseas that might 
need to “partner” with a SME from another country.  
 
The guidance is specifically on what SMEs (referred as the reader and addressed as “you”) should consider and how 
they should go about conducting the search process.  
 
These notes are based on research conducted with Singapore SMEs who have successful international cooperation. 
International cooperation includes joint ventures, strategic alliances, long term buyer and seller relationships, 
distributorships, agencies, and other international cooperative arrangements. 
 
Stages in the Search Process: 
In conducting the international partner search, you must first scan the international markets in which you are seeking 
international cooperation. In the notes, this phase has been called international collaboration scanning. You will find 
the phase labelled in the 3rd column from the left.  
 
When you scan the international markets you are seeking contacts and leads on individuals or companies with whom 
you may explore further on cooperation. Your strategy in this phase is to gather information and to process the 
information about these individuals and companies. The information that you gather and the manner that you use the 
information will aid you in the search. During your search you will be matching the prospective partners you meet with 
your criteria and ideas on how the cooperation will work. Hence, you need to gather and process the information. The 
steps in the notes describe activities and tactics that you can employ to implement your strategy. The strategy to be 
employed is shown in the extreme right column. 
 
The next phase in the international partner search is to narrow down the field of prospective partners you have 
gathered. This phase has been called pre-selection. You are not selecting the partner as yet. At this stage, you are 
narrowing the field not very different from creating a shortlist. At this stage, the strategy you employ is judgement. 
From the information you process, you need to make judgements about which candidates you wish to explore further. 
 
The notes present the phases and steps in a linear fashion but in actuality you may be moving back and forth between 
the scanning and pre-selection phases. The important thing to note is to be aware of the things you should be doing: 
finding out, thinking about and making judgements about the candidates. 

 

The focal firms are then directed to the overview of the guidance notes as reminder that 

the search process involves phases, strategies and their related activities and tactics. It 

also serves as a road map to the rest of the notes. To aid the focal firm in the use of the 

guidance notes, two additional columns have been placed on the right of the main body of 

the notes that point to the respective phases and strategies. The activities and tactics 

would be present in the main body of the notes. 
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 Overview of the Guidance Notes Phase Strategy 

An overview of the Guidance Notes follows – 
1 Before you begin 
2 Steps you should adopt in the search 

2.1 Start searching for contacts 
a. Where do you look 
b. What is important for you to present 
c. What you should be doing – gathering information, assessing, deciding and 
relating 
 
2.2 Follow-up on the leads 
 
2.3  Evaluating the contacts – also known as the “prospects” 

 a. What factors you should consider? 
 b. What information should you gather and process? 

c. How do you go about gathering information 
d. What about picking prospects from the same background?  
e. The importance of background checks 
f. Conduct simple tests 
 

 
    

  
   

 IN
T

E
R

N
A

T
IO

N
A

L
 C

O
L

L
A

B
O

R
A

T
IO

N
 

S
C

A
N

N
IN

G
 

IN
F

O
R

M
A

T
IO

N
   

  
   

   
  

   
   

  I
N

F
O

R
M

A
TIO

N
   

   
  

   
   

  
   

   
  

   
   

   
  

   
   

  
   

  
  

   
  

   
   

  
P

R
O

C
E

S
S

IN
G

   
   

   
  

   
   

  
   

   
  G

A
T

H
E

R
IN

G
 

3 Relate to the prospects 
3.1 Build and utilize the relationships you build 
3.2 You need to be flexible 
3.3 You need to deliver value and not seek to only or appear to only extract value from the 
arrangement 
 
4 Decide when you have sufficient information 
4.1 take calculated risks P
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b. The Aim of the Search 

The second mechanism embodied in the guidance notes is the pre-requisite placed in the 

guidance notes before the focal firms embark on their search activities – a reminder to the 

focal firms of the raison d’être for their search. Before they make any enquiries, they 

need to remember the strategic rationale for the partner search and to implement these in 

their actual search. This mechanism mirrors the mission of an organization that links all 

the activities and structures within a firm together. The focal firm in similar fashion needs 

to bear in mind the purpose for the search. It should have the purpose in mind while 

engaged in the various search activities.   
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Source Guidance Notes Phase Strategy 
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1 Before you begin 
Scenario: This Do list assumes that you are seeking to extend your business overseas and to 
this end you are considering cooperation with another SME in an overseas country.  
 
Here are some pointers: 

Before you begin, a. you should identify the markets and locations  
b. seek to understand the markets, including cultural differences 
c. prepare your organization for internationalization – 

i. strategic fit: how do the internationalization plans fit in with the rest of your firm’s 
operations and future plans 
ii. organizational readiness: you may need to prepare a team to help you. The 
organization itself needs to be ready in the event that your search produces suitable 
partners. There are aspects that need to be in place in order to coordinate between 
home and host country operations, linkages, communications, etc.  
iii. Cultural intelligence: train the organization on the culture 

d. Partner search criteria: determine the reasons you need to cooperate with an overseas 
firm and spell out the characteristics of the “ideal partner,” what this partner will deliver. 
 

 

 
Our research shows that SMEs with successful international cooperation, knew 
from the outset why they were going overseas and how the cooperative 
arrangement would fit in with their own activities. 
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1.2 Only enter the overseas market when you have identified a suitable partner. 
The partner you find is likely to determine the location rather than the overseas market 
you have decided upon. 

 
The logical sequence for entering an overseas market is the choice of location. 
However, the decision with whom you work is the important deciding factor. 
 
There have been instances where SMEs were not seriously considering overseas 
ventures when prospective partners (we shall refer to them as “prospects”) came to 
enquire. Orders may arrive from unexpected quarters sparking interest in the prospects 
and the countries they are from (the academics refer to this as latent demand). Should 
this interest arise in the same manner in your case, you should still consider the 
pointers raised above at Para. 1. 

  
Our research shows that the partner is more important to the SMEs we studied 
than the location. A number entered markets when the “right” partners appeared. 
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c. Information Gathering 

The third mechanism that makes for the usefulness of the guidance notes is the suggested 

means of information gathering.  Hence, the guidance notes provide advice on the 

sources and means for nascent focal firms. There may be other avenues that the 

experienced focal firms may not have considered. More significant than the information 

gathering is the inclusion of mechanisms for information processing, namely, the 



 203 

heuristics used by the focal firms in assessing the nuances of behavior.  The guidance 

notes suggest decision-making rules (heuristics) that the SMEs should apply that aid in 

search. 

Source 2 Start searching for contacts Phase Strategy 

 2.1 a. Where do you look? 
In searching for your prospective cooperation partner, you will need to: 

i. use your networks 
ii. engage in networking 
iii. use participation at international exhibitions in Singapore or abroad  
iv. seek sources of information 

We expand on these below.  
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i. Networks 
• Different networks offer different resources and play different roles. 

Generally, 
o Extended family networks and social networks may not offer relevant 

assistance in the form of contacts and leads for overseas business.  
-The exceptions may be where your extended family and social networks 
comprise people who have overseas exposure and leads. 
 

o Industry networks in the form of trade associations, business networks are 
likely to provide assistance with 
� Business contacts 
� Customers 
� Special knowledge of overseas markets  

ii. Engage in networking 
You should focus on interactions with others rather than to join particular 
networks. The networking will facilitate the development of contacts that might 
provide information, leads and assessments that you require. 
You should network not only in Singapore but in the markets you are exploring. 
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iii. At international exhibitions in Singapore or abroad, there are opportunities to meet 
contacts and prospective partners.  

You should not station yourself only at your exhibition booth. 
You should identify who are the key international players present at the exhibition 
or in the market (if the exhibition is in another country).  
Initiate conversations and meet representatives from these companies as they may 
lead to other avenues to find out more through meals, social activities or company 
visits 

 

  
The SMEs we interviewed were unanimous in recommending this as a way to 
explore international business. 
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iv. Seek sources of information 
Apart from networks and international conferences, you could consider looking 
at: 
• Embassies      • Consultants     • Go-betweens (references) 
• Government agencies  • Chambers of commerce & trade associations                        
• Supply chain partners  • Exhibitions  • Networking  
• Networks of Singaporeans overseas  •Semi-retired executives with networks 
• Internet sources like listservs, focal firm websites, others. 
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2.1 b. What is important for you to present - Your image and integrity 
• Seek to demonstrate trustworthiness as you look for trustworthy prospective 

partners. 
Integrity begets integrity. 

• Develop and share your value proposition. In your search you are courting the 
prospects and not just shopping in the pool. You need to be seen as attractive as the 
quest is for cooperation. There can only be “win-win” outcomes if there is value to 
be derived by your partner. 
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The SMEs interviewed do not fail to mention that these two aspects to be seen as 
people of integrity and also demonstrate your value proposition. 

 

 

 

d. Information Processing 

One key lesson from the Search Process Study (Chapter 7) is the need to process the 

information. In the guidance notes, the focal firms are told to do both at the same time, 

gather and process. It has been mentioned in Chapter 8 the overlap between activities 

with the 2 phases (scan and pre-select).  Hence, in the guidance notes, the focal firms are 

presented with both together.  There is a transition in the mechanisms at the level of 

activities and tactics. The strategy switches from purely information gathering to 

information gathering and processing. The activities move from sources of information to 

gathering and processing. Information processing needs to be intentional. This point has 

to be brought to the forefront of their minds as the information gathered can lie in name 

card holders and gather dust. The pre-selection phase which comes subsequently will 

yield the shortlist of candidates for selection only if the activities in this section (the 

mechanisms) are carried out well. 
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Source 2 Start searching for contacts (continued) Phase Strategy 
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2.1 c. What you should be doing in this search for contacts, leads – you are to gather 
information and process the information against your search purposes and criteria. 
The activities referred to in paragraph 2.1 a involve information gathering and 
processing.  
The important point here is that you make notes and be alert to the information 
being presented to you at this time. Discipline is required to avoid any waste of 
time or resources for participation, for example, in international exhibitions. 
One reason you need to realize the underlying purpose of this part of the search is 
you will need to follow-up on selected needs. 
 

 2.2 Follow-up on leads   
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You need to follow-up on the leads and information you have obtained. It is too often 
very exciting to be meeting people and finding out about their businesses, and it is 
tempting to forget the agenda behind the meetings. 
 
You should act on the leads and take the necessary next steps. The next steps could 
involve further meetings, social activities, etc. 
 
Do not merely collect the name cards. Go beyond name cards. 
 
Be attentive (and not drunk) and observe carefully to gather information  
Experience – what skill? Knowledge? Knowhow? Specialization? 
Aspiration – what are the potential partner’s goals, vision, plan 
Inspiration – what motivates him/her; makes him/her tick 
           Influence – who he knows? What he can do? 
How he/she conducts his/her business – hand on or hand off 
            Who his/her best friends, partners are? What they do for a living? 
            Who are his/her “lieutenants”? He/she could be the one that does all the work 
  
-         Process the information 
Verify –  Check with others on  
                   How he/she interacts with others 
                           How others responded to him/her 
                           Visit the company – check with employees 
       Identify -  Sieve through the above contacts 
                           Group them into their products, services, work  
                           Note if the social contact has something that you can develop later on 
                           Any “sparks”, connectivity and synergy between you and the contact 
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e. Judgement Strategy 

Beginning at Paragraph 2.3, the guidance notes guides the focal firm into in evaluation of 

the contacts made.  With evaluation, there is a transition into the deployment of 

judgement strategy. As mentioned earlier, the mechanisms are made up of component 

elements, activities and involve different people. This combination is visible in the 

overlap of strategies. It is when the focal firm seeks to evaluate the contacts that more 
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information may need to be collected and process before judgement can be exercised.  

Hence, in this section, the guidance notes introduce the other mechanism, the criteria that 

have been applied by other focal firms in their search process that have enabled them be 

successful in international cooperation. 

Source 2.3 Evaluate the contacts Phase Strategy 
2.3 a. What factors you should consider 

In this section you will find a list of factors that other SMEs are significant for 
success: 
• Whether the prospect can be relied upon to deliver the product, service, project 

or commitments you require to complement your efforts  
• Whether you trust and are comfortable with the prospect 
• What do others say about the prospect 
• Is there any reason for doubt or risk with the prospect? 
Of the factors, the most important one you should consider is whether you are 
comfortable with the prospective partner. 
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2.3 b What information should you gather and process 
Information that points to the factors that you deem important in your search.  
You would want to know if the prospect is able to provide what you need. 

• If you are looking for a service, you would see information about the services 
that the prospects state they can provide. You would seek comparative suppliers 
so that you could verify that the rates or terms suggested are reasonable. 

• You would be looking for indications that their assertions are credible. 
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2.3 c How do you go about gathering information? 
i. Of the sources of information mentioned earlier in Para. 2.1 a., you should  

• check with your networks,  
• check other people in the host country whom you have met 

 
ii. Practise being a good observer - observe the prospects, their managers, their 
business operations – you need to learn to be a keen observer of people so that you 
are able to draw from your interactions, the people and the background.  
 
There is a lot you can glean from this discipline. In fact, the heuristics that we discuss 
in Para. 2.3 g are based on this skill. You need to pay attention to how things are 
rather than what is presented.  
 
iii. Ask questions and verify with different sources. 
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2.3 d What about picking prospects from the same background? 
Picking people from the same cultures or ethnicity is one approach, but adopting this 
approach does not guarantee a smooth passage. 
 
Instead you should focus on the ability of the prospective partner to do what you 
require and whether you have the personal chemistry for a working cooperative 
relationship. 
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Source 
 

2.3 e The importance of background checks –  

  

You should Endeavour to check on the backgrounds of your prospects especially the ones 
you have narrowed from the field. You may check with other businesses with which they 
have done business in the host country or in Singapore. The market talk or gossip will 
normally give an indication on the prospects. Company visits enable you to have access to 
the business operations and to ascertain the competence of your prospect especially if there 
are production facilities involved. You may have opportunities to meet with members of 
the prospect's staff and obtain another view of the prospect.  
 
Visits with the prospect's family may also permit an insight into the prospect's attitudes, 
behavior or management style. In an informal setting, your prospect may reveal more of 
himself or herself.  
 
These background checks are your equivalent of due diligence. Larger firms employ 
consultants or managers to conduct due diligence for them on their prospects. As a SME, 
however, it is unlikely that you will need to screen larger firms who are your prospects as 
they are likely to have established reports and reputations. The same cannot be said for 
SMEs in the other country. In addition or stead of relying on consultants whom you may 
wish to engage, you should still do the needful. 
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2.3 f. Conduct simple tests. 
If necessary, put the budding relationship to the test. You may wish to place a small order 
if your arrangement involves some production or work to be done by the prospect The 
quality of work, the timeliness of delivery, the reliability and coordination, etc. could be 
evaluated through the sample order or test project. If projects are larger or process-driven, 
you may test part of the process or a batch.   
 
Alternatively, if the item is a regular product for which a sample can be requested, ask for 
a sample.  
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2.3 g The rules of thumb - a number of heuristics are used by other entrepreneurs to gauge 
their prospects and you may know and employ some of these yourselves. 
a. meals - observe the way your prospect reciprocates any meals. If your prospect opts for 
the most expensive items when it is your turn to pay, it may be indicative of the way your 
funds or investment into the joint project may be utilized. 
 
b. golf - the heuristics here are the ethics and morals of the prospect. In a long nine or 
eighteen hole game of golf when conversations can range over many topics, there are 
opportunities for your antenna to be at work. One rule of thumb that has been noted is to 
see if your prospect cheats on the golf score card. Another is to see if he is generous with 
the caddy.  
c. family visits - it has been suggested that orderliness in the home denotes orderliness in 
the work place.  Others use the visits or meals to assess the level of transparency the 
prospect is prepared to adopt with them. One entrepreneur asserts that he would not work 
with another unless he knows their families. He wants his partner to understand there is a 
common destiny that their relationship binds them to which may affect their families.  
d. Company visits - the use of company visits has been referred to in the paragraph where 
we spoke of building relationships. For the sake of completeness, the ways these are used 
are mentioned again: i. to check out the capacity of the prospect in production, to verify 
that the prospect indeed has a place of business. Entrepreneurs with experience are able to 
ascertain from a visit if the site and operations fit with norms they have seen. You will 
need to apply these skills. 
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f. Building Relationships 

The role of relationship as a mechanism through which the focal firm can collect 

information, process and judge a candidate is essential to the search process. Hence, this 

mechanism is highlighted in the notes for the attention of the focal firms.  In this respect, 

the need to demonstrate value and the need to be flexible are emphasized. The Search 

Process Study also showed that the relationships built extended beyond the search into 

the operations of the cooperative arrangement. 

 
 3 Relate to your prospects   

3.1 Build and develop relationships with your prospective partner. 
 
Whether you end up in cooperation with the individuals you meet or not, you should 
develop and build relationships. 
 
Through the relationship building activities you will be able to find out about the 
prospect. You will also be able to assess the individual and his organization against your 
selection criteria.  You must be able to ascertain if you trust the prospect and the 
chemistry you have with that person which SME-owners have indicated are the critical 
decision factor. Furthermore, relationships will form the basis of ongoing work in any 
cooperative arrangement so it is a good point to start off at the beginning. Even if, the 
initial contact and subsequent meetings do not lead to any cooperation, you should still 
seek to maintain links in the nature of networking and also because there may be future 
instances for cooperation of some form. 
 
Relationship building activities - you should engage in the relationship building 
activities means to gather information. You should have a genuine interest in the 
individuals as they would discover any lack of sincerity which is not in line with the 
need to be trustworthy.  
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3.2 Being flexible.  
In the search process, there is a need to be flexible in the process of exploration, 
negotiation and discussion.  As trust and chemistry are the key criteria, the likelihood of 
an arrangement arising is reduced if you are inflexible in approach or about details.  
The need to be flexible also implies that you may need to place less emphasis on the 
agreement or any legal contract. Much depends on the situation. There is a need for you 
to explore other means of assuring that the partner will perform their obligations in a 
contract because the enforcement of contracts in some countries is less certain. Hence, 
being flexible includes this ability to vary one's expectations and adapt to the 
circumstances that may offer themselves to you. This also explains the need for trust.   
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3.3 Deliver Value 
You need to deliver value and not seek to only or appear to only extract value from the 
arrangement. 
Cooperation requires benefits to result from the arrangement for both parties. For the 
arrangement to continue and grow, you need to continually be considering what new 
areas in which you can contribute value to the relationship.  

 
 

g. Making a Decision 

The decision to be made in developing a shortlist is not really a mechanism.  It is the vital 

step in the process that brings the search process to an end. The key element is the need 

the focal firms to decide when is the point at which they have sufficient information upon 

which to make decisions. The mechanism, if any, from the research is the level of 

comfort and confidence that the focal firm has in the candidates so as to list the firms in 

the shortlist. 

 

Finally, another advantage of the guidance notes that adds to its usefulness is the attempt 

of objectivity and subjectivity in decision-making that is critical in the search process. It 

is proposed that the focal firms identify the search criteria enabling an objective basis for 

information gathering and assessment against the criteria and isolate the subjective 

element that the focal firms call trust and gut feeling.  The informational components of 

the guidance notes facilitate the development of trust as with information it is possible to 

develop calculative trust. 
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h. Competencies  

Going beyond the impact of the guidance note on the business-owners, the focal firms 

need to build competencies within their organizations, as others in their organizations 

need to be involved in the international cooperation processes including the search for 

international partners. Hence, the guidance notes highlight the need to ingrain these 

mechanisms within the focal firms. The guidance notes close with this section. 

Looking Ahead: 
As you continue to develop new international cooperation, it may be useful to build up the capabilities within your 
firm to enable you to search for international partners.  
The first set of capabilities is associated with international collaboration scanning. You need to develop within your 
firm collaborative competence. This refers to the knowledge, skills and processes for scanning international markets, 
identifying leads, following-up on them, information gathering and information processing.  
The second competence is judgement competence. The steps and know-how for ascertaining and judging the candidates 
is something you will need to develop as others will be involved in the international cooperation search process. 
Building these competencies may require you to train the others with your skills, methods, tactics, and guidelines. 
Taking them through these guidelines may be a way to develop their awareness of the steps needed and the 
competencies.  

 

10.1.2 Application of Solution Concept to Different Relationships 

At the outset of this thesis the diversity in international cooperation and governance 

structures that facilitate the cooperation was discussed. It was noted then that the thesis 

would consider all types of relationships and focus on the search for partners in general 

rather than on a particular category of relationships.  It was also anticipated that the focal 

firms would more likely than not be engaged in buyer-supplier relationships. In the 
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4 Decide when you have sufficient information 
 
After obtaining leads and contacts, following them up and checking on the people, there 
will come a point to make a decision. You will have to use your judgement when you have 
sufficient inputs for a decision.  
 
There will never be perfect information. But you need enough to be comfortable with 
deciding about the prospects. 
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course of the research, it was found that a majority of the relationships were indeed 

buyer-supplier relationships. A number of the focal firms had alliances and joint ventures. 

The interview accounts of these focal firms did not reveal any distinct search processes 

for alliances and joint ventures from buyer-supplier relationships; even in the accounts 

provided by focal firms using all these relationships.  Granted that many of the 

relationships, apart from the study reported in Chapter 5, are buyer-seller relationships, 

this will be noted a possible limitation of this research.  

 

10.2 Limitations and Future Research 

The thesis employs the design approach to provide a solution for the problem 

encountered by focal firms embarking on international cooperation: how to efficiently 

search for international partners. The design in this research was developed in order to 

meet the liability of newness and smallness in size that SMEs face when they expand 

overseas. Cooperation strategies offer them the possibility to overcome the liabilities by 

pooling and sharing resources. This research has examined one aspect of SME 

internationalization- that of the search for a suitable partner. International partner search 

is the gap that this thesis addresses. The search is an area that transaction cost economics 

and the resource-based theory suggest as integral to international cooperation. The 

purpose behind the design undertaken in this thesis is to reduce search costs and facilitate 

the acquisition of resources by the focal firms so that they might have a strategic 

competitive advantage through international cooperative arrangements. We adopted a 

wide scope of arrangements that include international joint ventures and strategic 
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alliances. The underlying ingredient in all the arrangement is the cooperation between a 

Singapore firm and an overseas one.  

 

The design centers on the search for an international partner as the starting point for the 

decision by a Singapore SME to venture abroad into another country. A flawed search 

when not casting the net wide or not properly ascertaining the prospective partner's 

credentials can lead to an erroneous choice that spells failure for the cooperation and 

wastage of resources. Hence, the research question is conceived as a design problem – 

how to provide a solution concept for the Singapore SMEs so that they can minimize the 

difficulties they encounter in their search and have a greater degree of success in 

selecting a suitable partner.  

 

In adopting the design approach, the research employs quantitative and qualitative 

methods to develop inputs on the problems as well as the problem specification. To 

design the solution, this research conducted four studies, two quantitative and two 

qualitative studies. This thesis explored the usefulness of networks (the Networks Study 

in Chapter 4) and indirectly the usefulness of cultural and ethnic affinity (the Cultural 

Cousins Study in Chapter 5). The factors considered important to the search were 

examined in the Search Factors Study (Chapter 6), followed by the steps employed in the 

search (the Search Process Study in Chapter 7).  

 

To design the solution, this researcher engaged in an iterative process of considering the 

inputs from the studies, the academic literature, and the ways to design and present a 
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solution. Arising from the design process, the solution concept is presented in the form of 

guidance notes as this is the form which the focal firms will be able to relate to as a form 

of instructions or aide-memoire when they embark upon the search. The design 

propositions embodied in the guidance notes take the form of search phases, strategies 

and their related activities and tactics. These are described in Chapter 8. 

  

The solution concept arising from the various studies were then validated with three SME 

audiences: an audience of 27 SMEs, 5 nascent focal firms and 5 experienced focal firms. 

The guidance notes with refinements based comments received and the mechanisms that 

enable focal firms using them to solve the search problem have been presented in Chapter 

9. 

 

The intent of the thesis research was to develop the solution concept that ultimately took 

the form of the guidance notes. The research was based on a number of studies done in 

Singapore. It behooves this researcher to point out that the methodology adopted for the 

various studies and validations are subject to the limitations associated with them.  The 

Networks Study and the Cultural Cousins Study are quantitative studies employing small 

samples. As there is no population listing of focal firms, the samples are representative of 

the SMEs in Singapore but are not randomly drawn from the population.   The sample 

size was relatively small, and specific to Singapore. Qualitative studies are limited in the 

extent to which the findings can be extended. However, the use of qualitative techniques 

with actual SME owners made possible the development of a set of guidance notes that 

have been validated with SMEs being relevant and useful.  
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The solution concept has been developed employing the CIMO logic. The 'mechanisms' 

M are the means by which the use of the guidance notes (the “intervention”) by focal 

firms enables the focal firms to effectively search and develop a shortlist of prospective 

partners (producing the “outcome”). The guidance notes embody the mechanisms in the 

form of the right activities, tactics and strategies. They are the appropriate activities 

because they are based on the collective, objectified and validated knowledge on the 

subject of partner search of experienced Singapore SME-owners and managers through 

the seven studies conducted in the course of this thesis research (four studies and three 

validations). However, there is an inherent limitation in the design as the solution concept 

is not the optimal solution that is possible. It is a design that in this designer’s mind is one 

that could work and which has been validated to show that it is feasible. Another 

researcher receiving the design specifications and inputs from studies may arrive at a 

different solution concept. 

  

As a majority of the types of international cooperation reported by the focal firms 

reported in this thesis research are buyer-seller relationships apart from the study reported 

in Chapter 5,  there may be a need for verify if the search processes are influenced by the 

nature of the relationship being sought. Further research could explore the possibility of 

extending the solution concept to SMEs in other countries. Although there will be some 

cultural differences between Singapore and SMEs from other countries, there are lessons 

from this thesis that are generic in nature and should be applicable to other SMEs.   
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There could be additional research on developing the guidance notes into training 

programs and to ascertain the contribution of the design propositions to the success in 

international search. Research should also be conducted on the heuristics: to identify 

these heuristics as the list from this research is not comprehensive and to document the 

purpose and rationale for the use of these heuristics. Despite the difficulty of explaining 

actions when the SMEs apply heuristics, it may be possible in the case of experienced 

internationalizing SME-owners to elicit raison d’êtres for their heuristics. 

 

In conclusion, this thesis has contributed to the knowledge of international cooperation in 

addressing a gap in the literature – the search processes. Current research has considered 

partnering as a process but has focused on the partner fit and partner selection. This 

research has drawn attention to the need to look even earlier in the partnering process at 

the search.  While existing research refers to the use of networks, and referrals, our 

findings identifies the steps in the search process, the relevance of the activities entered 

into, and the competencies that focal firms need to foster.  This research in addition to 

identifying the search process has provided guidance notes that address an urgent on the 

part of nascent focal firms. Adopting the steps suggested in the guidance notes will 

enable the reduction of search costs that transaction cost economics identifies a potential 

hurdle to international cooperation. The guidance notes will facilitate the resource 

acquisition that such cooperation can offer the focal firms under the resource-based view. 

This researcher hopes to extend this research further when the guidance notes are used by 

focal firms.  
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Annex 1 Network Study Survey Instrument 
SURVEY OF SINGAPORE SMES ENGAGED IN EXPORT 

 
PART 1:  BUSINESS PROFILE 
 
1. Name of Business: (optional) 

___________________________________________ 

2. Location: (city & country) 

____________________________________________
 
3. Which industry category is the business in? (Tick only one box) 

  Manufacturing  Recreational, personal & other services  

  Retail/wholesale trade  Community services  

  Finance, property and business services  Other (describe) _______________________  
 

4. What is the ownership structure of the business?
(Please tick one box only) 

   Sole proprietor 

   Partnership 

   Private limited company 

   Publicly listed company 

   Other (please specify)  

 _____________________ 

5. Do you consider the firm a family business? 
 

 Yes    No 
 
 

6. How long has the business been in operation? 

 less than 2 years 

 2–5 years 

 6–10 years 

 more than 10 years 

7. No. of people employed by the business: 

 fewer than 20 

 21–50 

 51–100 

 more than 100  

8. Turnover of the business last financial year: 
 

  less than US$1 million 

  US$1–5 million 

  US$5–10 million 

  more than US$10 million 

 

9. Percentage of export sales (average over the last       
3 financial years): 

  less than 10% 

  10 – 25% 

  26 – 50% 

  50 – 75% 

  more than 75% 

10. What is the firm’s major export region: (Tick one 
box only) 

 

  North America   South America 

  Europe   Africa 

  North-east Asia (Japan / Korea / Taiwan) 

  South-east Asia   China 

  Australia / New Zealand / Oceania 

11. Percentage of export sales to the firm’s major         
export region (average over the last 3 financial      
years): 

  less than 10% 

  10 – 25% 

  26 – 50% 

  50 – 75% 

  more than 75% 
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12. Profit as a percentage of sales, (average over the last 3 financial years): 

  0% – 5%   6% – 10%   11% – 15%   more than 15% 

 
PART 2:  BUSINESS RELATIONSHIPS 
 

This part of the questionnaire is about the relationships you have developed in the business with groups 
in society from which you have derived assistance, knowledge or understanding in your export 
venture(s). The relationship may be formal or informal, or it may be of assistance to you at various 
stages of production, marketing or distribution. In your response, please note that while these groups 
may overlap with each other, the focus is on the main purpose of the relationship i.e. 
 
• Extended family networks (parents, brothers and sisters, uncles and aunts, cousins; 
• Social networks (e.g. sporting clubs and social groups); 
• Industry networks (manufacturers, wholesale, finance); 
• Professional Networks/Associations (e.g. accountants, engineers); 
• Informal networks (random meeting, people one is normally unconnected with) 
• Other (any other networks not included above) 

 
1. Are any of the following networks useful for your export business? (Circle the number that most 

closely corresponds to the level of usefulness.) 
 

 Very 
Useful 

 Moderately 
Useful 

 Least  
Useful 

• Extended Family Networks… … … … … …1… … …2… … … 3 … … …4… … …5… … 

• Social Networks… … … … … … … … …1… … …2… … … 3 … … …4… … …5… … 

• Industry Networks… … … … … … … … …1… … …2… … … 3 … … …4… … …5… … 

• Professional Networks/Associations… … …1… … …2… … … 3 … … …4… … …5… … 

• Informal Networks… … … … … … … … …1… … …2… … … 3 … … …4… … …5… … 

 
2. In what ways are these networks useful? (Tick any of the boxes that are relevant to your business) 
 

 Family 
Networks 

Other Social 
Networks 

Industry 
Networks 

Professional 
Networks 

Other 

• Help in raising capital for export 
venture 

     

• Help in meeting production targets 
 

     

• Help in sharing costs in marketing 
strategy 

     

• Help in obtaining special 
knowledge of export market 

     

• Share customer base 
 

     

• Help overcome barriers (legal, 
political, etc.) to market entry 

     

•  Other (please specify): ________________________________________ 
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Annex 2 Roles, Host Countries & Nature of Relations hips of Partner firms in the 
Cultural Cousins Study 
 

SME Industry “Partner” Firm 
Country 

Role of “Partner”  Nature of Relationship 

6-1 Marine Engineering Japan Team up as Service 
providers 

Alliance 

6-2 Health supplements retail Japan Manufacturer of 
supplements 

Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-3 Supplier of aviation equipment and 
parts 

China Distributor & Agent Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-4 Manufacturer of ladies shoes Australia, Europe & 
Japan 

Manufacturing & Agents Joint Venture & 
Contractual Buyer-
Supplier Relationship 

6-5 Freight business US International network Alliance partner  
6-6 Food manufacturing & Confectionary 

chain 
Malaysia Bakery supplying breads 

& buns 
Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-7 Fruit and vegetable importers Australia Supplier Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-8 Training Institution – Children Sc & 
Tech 

India Agents Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-9 Event Organizer  India Agent Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-10 Equipment Supplier China Distributor Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-11 Gaming cards US Distributor  
6-12 Packaging Industry; trading company 

imports and distributes equipment for 
plastic bags and other commercial 
packaging 

Japan, Taiwan, 
France, Malaysia, 
Thailand & Taiwan 

Distributor of packaging 
machinery 

Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 
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6-13 Software company India Programming of 
software 

Alliance 

6-14 Supply Chain management-air freight International Network organization Alliance 
6-15 Food Importer of meats (pork, beef) 

Niche like Kobe beef 
Australia & USA purchasor and supplier Buyer-Supplier 

Relationship 
6-16 Shoe importer & exporter. Imports from 

Thailand & other countries & exports 
them to Indonesia, Nepal, etc. 

Indonesia, Mauritius, 
Nepal 

Agent Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-17 Importer distributor of musical 
instruments & accessories, books & 
CDs. 

Europe Supplier of instruments, 
music, etc.-large & 
SMEs 

Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-18 IT maintenance service provider Indonesia Agent Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

3-19 Import & Export of daily used 
necessities  

Africa[buyer] Distributor Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-20 Financial aid & consultancy Malaysia Joint venture operations Joint venture 
6-21 Manufacturer of bar code ribbons, 

corrective fluids, fax ink, printer ribbons 
for regional markets 

Vietnam Joint venture distribution Joint venture 

6-22 Distributor of electronic micro 
components from major suppliers in 
developed countries to sell to SMES in 
Malaysia & Indonesia 

Indonesia middle man import-
export 

Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-23 Importer/distributor of hardward [nuts 
& bolts] for local construction 
companies 

Taiwan, China  Manufacturers Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-24 Imports, cures and exports timber. 
Partners from England, Holland, 
Germany, Japan, China and Taiwan, 
Thailand, Philippines & Indonesia 

China & Vietnam purchaser and supplier Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-25 Consulting  in Engineering  & trading of 
hardware automation equipment 

Mauritius Agent Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-26 Trading - import & export of electrical Philippines Agent Buyer-Supplier 
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& electronic goods & food.  Relationship 
6-27 Private Education Service Provider – 

Agent for distance learning degrees 
United Kingdom Principal - University Buyer-Supplier 

Relationship 
6-28 Trading – import & export to China, 

Taiwan & Hong Kong 
China, Taiwan & 
Hong Kong 

Importer Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-29 Trading – import & export of 
kitchenware, crockery, towels 

France, China Manufacturers & 
Suppliers 

Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-30 Distributor of computer peripherals Japan, Korea, USA Manufacturers Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-31 Agents for consumer products  Japan Manufacturers Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-32 Textile  Thailand, Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Taiwan 

Manufacturers Buyer-Supplier 
Relationship 

6-33 Commercial Kitchen Equipment like 
built-in refrigeration units. 

Japan Manufacturers Buyer-supplier 
Relationship 
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Annex 3 Cultural Cousins Study Interview Schedule 
 

Notes: 
Definition of “partner” is very wide and does not necessarily refer to a joint venture. It 
can also refer to a long-term co-operation. 
 
Do not show the questions in this present format to the interviewee. 
 
Comments in Italics and Follow-up questions are to help you find out more after the 
interviewee has spoken and you feel there is more he could tell you. . 
 
SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
(This serves as your opening gambit.   
Purpose: To warm up. Get to know the person and his/her business) 
Spend 5 to 10 minutes on the local business, its nature, number of years in the business, is 
it a family business, the industry that it is in (if you have not found these things out prior 
to your visit.) 
 
Qn. 1.1 
How many employees do you have in your Singapore operations? 
 
(To find out how many international cooperation activities there are? 
Our preference is for cooperation between SMEs and not between SME and MNC. We 
also prefer if the cooperation is between Asian SMEs.) 
 
Qn. 1.2 
How many international co-operations have you entered? 
Among them, which one is/ was the longest OR you feel most satisfied about? 
 
(Pick an international cooperation that is in the region, if possible)  
 
When did the international cooperation begin its operation? ________ 
 
What does the cooperation involve?  
 
What is your partner’s core business? 
 
 
SECTION 2: PARTNER SEARCH PROCESS 
 
2.1. Choice of Overseas Operation 
 
Qn. 2.1.1 
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Please cast your mind to the time when the decision to embark on overseas operations 
was made. How did you choose the locations of your overseas operations? 
 
Qn.  2.1.2 
Find out what sparked the decision to go to this location or was it a case of the partner 
coming along first that led to the location choice. 
We are interested to know what triggered off the process. 
Was it the market, a partner, a technology or a product or some other thing? 
 
 
 
Was this process one that had you associating certain locations with certain 
characteristics that you desired? 
 
(Use these follow-up questions only if he does not i.e. Did you make a list of desirable 
locations, and systematically go through the list? 
Or was it a tentative process – explore, wait and see?) 
 
Qn. 2.1.3 
From the time of entry into the country to inking an agreement with your partner, how 
much time elapsed? 
 
 
2.2. Key Search Criteria of Co-operation Partner 
 
The BOOKS SAY THAT choosing a partner should be a systematic search. 
Here, we are interested to find out if there is a search criterion which the interviewee used 
when choosing a partner. 
 
 
Qn. 2.2.1 
How did this international co-operation come about? 
 
Qn. 2.2.2 
Could we turn our attention to your choice of this particular partner? 
We would like to know why you chose this partner? 
 
(Follow-up Questions: Some reasons suggested by the researchers are 
Commitment -  
Compatibility – they get along 
Complementarity- they complement each other 
Competence – they have skills, knowledge that the Singapore partner does not have 
If they refer to any of the Cs, make sure you get details) 
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Qn. 2.2.3 
How did he go about identifying potential partners? 
Qn. 2.2.4 
Did you use any “go-betweens” to facilitate the search process? 
 
What prior checks did you carry out before meeting with his partner? 
 
 
Qn. 2.2.5 
What was the one singular important reason that tipped the balance in his/her favor? 
 
 
SECTION 3: INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION CONCERNS 
 
Qn. 3.1 
Can you tell us whether this is the first time you are doing business with a partner from 
this country or culture? 
 
Qn. 3.2 
What prior experience did you have, in Singapore or overseas? 
 
Qn. 3.3 
Did you have any apprehensions about doing business with people from this country or 
culture? 
 
(Follow-up Question: Before your first meeting with your partner, what were your 
impressions about doing business with people from this country or culture?) 
 
 
SECTION 4: HESITATION 
 
(This section is extremely important, but do not use the words “trust” or “distrust” 
The aim here is to find out how did the interviewee overcome issues of distrust towards 
his/her partner.) 
 
Qn. 4.1 
What apprehensions did you have about international cooperation in general? 
 
 
Qn. 4.2 
At the outset, what apprehensions did you have about the partner you were going to 
cooperate with? 
 
Qn. 4.3 
How did you overcome these apprehensions or what provided you with assurance to 
proceed with the cooperation? 
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(Follow-up Question: What did these measures/steps included? 
 
Were there certain activities that you engaged in which allowed you to interact with your 
partner? 
 
How did these activities help you get to know him/her better? 
 
Qn. 4.4 
 
How did you establish the initial contact?  
 
 
 
Did you establish contact through the following activities? 
(Please circle the appropriate answer) 
 
a. business fairs 
b. informal gathering of friends or relatives 
c. advertisement or other mass media 
d. introduction by the clan association 
e. recommendation by the government 
f. recommendation by friends or business partners 
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Annex 4 The Solution Concept – The Guidance Notes 
 
Introduction 
These guidance notes attempt to provide guidance to Singapore SME-owners seeking to venture overseas that might 
need to “partner” with a SME from another country.  
 
The guidance is specifically on what SMEs (referred as the reader and addressed as “you”) should consider and how 
they should go about conducting the search process.  
 
These notes are based on research conducted with Singapore SMEs who have successful international cooperation. 
International cooperation includes joint ventures, strategic alliances, long term buyer and seller relationships, 
distributorships, agencies, and other international cooperative arrangements. 
 
Stages in the Search Process: 
In conducting the international partner search, you must first scan the international markets in which you are seeking 
international cooperation. In the notes, this phase has been called international collaboration scanning. You will find 
the phase labelled in the 3rd column from the left.  
 
When you scan the international markets you are seeking contacts and leads on individuals or companies with whom 
you may explore further on cooperation. Your strategy in this phase is to gather information and to process the 
information about these individuals and companies. The information that you gather and the manner that you use the 
information will aid you in the search. During your search you will be matching the prospective partners you meet with 
your criteria and ideas on how the cooperation will work. Hence, you need to gather and process the information. The 
steps in the notes describe activities and tactics that you can employ to implement your strategy. The strategy to be 
employed is shown in the extreme right column. 
 
The next phase in the international partner search is to narrow down the field of prospective partners you have 
gathered. This phase has been called pre-selection. You are not selecting the partner as yet. At this stage, you are 
narrowing the field not very different from creating a shortlist. At this stage, the strategy you employ is judgement. 
From the information you process, you need to make judgements about which candidates you wish to explore further. 
 
The notes present the phases and steps in a linear fashion but in actuality you may be moving back and forth between 
the scanning and pre-selection phases. The important thing to note is to be aware of the things you should be doing: 
finding out, thinking about and making judgements about the candidates. 

 

Overview of the Guidance Notes Phase Strategy 

An overview of the Guidance Notes follows – 
1 Before you begin 
2 Steps you should adopt in the search 

2.1 Start searching for contacts 
a. Where do you look 
b. What is important for you to present 
c. What you should be doing – gathering information, assessing, deciding and relating 
 
2.2 Follow-up on the leads 
 
2.3  Evaluating the contacts – also known as the “prospects” 

 a. What factors you should consider? 
 b. What information should you gather and process? 

c. How do you go about gathering information 
d. What about picking prospects from the same background?  
e. The importance of background checks 
f. Conduct simple tests 
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3 Relate to the prospects 
3.1 Build and utilize the relationships you build 
3.2 You need to be flexible 
3.3 You need to deliver value and not seek to only or appear to only extract value from the 
arrangement 
 
4 Decide when you have sufficient information 
4.1 take calculated risks P
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1 Before you begin 
Scenario: This Do list assumes that you are seeking to extend your business overseas and 
to this end you are considering cooperation with another SME in an overseas country.  
 
Here are some pointers: 

Before you begin, a. you should identify the markets and locations  
b. seek to understand the markets, including cultural differences 
c. prepare your organization for internationalization – 

i. strategic fit: how do the internationalization plans fit in with the rest of your 
firm’s operations and future plans 
ii. organizational readiness: you may need to prepare a team to help you. The 
organization itself needs to be ready in the event that your search produces 
suitable partners. There are aspects that need to be in place in order to coordinate 
between home and host country operations, linkages, communications, etc.  
iii. Cultural intelligence: train the organization on the culture 

d. Partner search criteria: determine the reasons you need to cooperate with an 
overseas firm and spell out the characteristics of the “ideal partner,” what this partner 
will deliver. 
 

 

 
Our research shows that SMEs with successful international cooperation, knew 
from the outset why they were going overseas and how the cooperative 
arrangement would fit in with their own activities. 
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1.2 Only enter the overseas market when you have identified a suitable partner. 
The partner you find is likely to determine the location rather than the overseas 
market you have decided upon. 

 
The logical sequence for entering an overseas market is the choice of location. 
However, the decision with whom you work is the important deciding factor. 
 
There have been instances where SMEs were not seriously considering overseas 
ventures when prospective partners (we shall refer to them as “prospects”) came to 
enquire. Orders may arrive from unexpected quarters sparking interest in the 
prospects and the countries they are from (the academics refer to this as latent 
demand). Should this interest arise in the same manner in your case, you should still 
consider the pointers raised above at Para. 1. 
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Our research shows that the partner is more important to the SMEs we studied 
than the location. A number entered markets when the “right” partners 
appeared. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sourc
e 

2 Start searching for contacts Phase Strategy 

 2.1 a. Where do you look? 
In searching for your prospective cooperation partner, you will need to: 

i. use your networks 
ii. engage in networking 
iii. use participation at international exhibitions in Singapore or abroad  
iv. seek sources of information 

We expand on these below.  
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i. Networks 
• Different networks offer different resources and play different roles. 

Generally, 
o Extended family networks and social networks may not offer relevant 

assistance in the form of contacts and leads for overseas business.  
-The exceptions may be where your extended family and social networks 
comprise people who have overseas exposure and leads. 
 

o Industry networks in the form of trade associations, business networks are 
likely to provide assistance with 
� Business contacts 
� Customers 
� Special knowledge of overseas markets  

 ii. Engage in networking 
You should focus on interactions with others rather than to join particular 
networks. The networking will facilitate the development of contacts that might 
provide information, leads and assessments that you require. 
You should network not only in Singapore but in the markets you are exploring. 
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iii. At international exhibitions in Singapore or abroad, there are opportunities to meet 
contacts and prospective partners.  

You should not station yourself only at your exhibition booth. 
You should identify who are the key international players present at the exhibition 
or in the market (if the exhibition is in another country).  
Initiate conversations and meet representatives from these companies as they may 
lead to other avenues to find out more through meals, social activities or company 
visits 
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The SMEs we interviewed were unanimous in recommending this as a way to 
explore international business. 
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iv. Seek sources of information 
Apart from networks and international conferences, you could consider looking 
at: 
• Embassies      • Consultants     • Go-betweens (references) 
• Government agencies  • Chambers of commerce & trade associations                        
• Supply chain partners  • Exhibitions  • Networking  
• Networks of Singaporeans overseas  •Semi-retired executives with networks 
• Internet sources like listservs, focal firm websites, others. 
                                   

2.1 b. What is important for you to present - Your image and integrity 
• Seek to demonstrate trustworthiness as you look for trustworthy prospective 

partners. 
Integrity begets integrity. 

• Develop and share your value proposition. In your search you are courting the 
prospects and not just shopping in the pool. You need to be seen as attractive as the 
quest is for cooperation. There can only be “win-win” outcomes if there is value to 
be derived by your partner. 

 
The SMEs interviewed do not fail to mention that these two aspects to be seen as 
people of integrity and also demonstrate your value proposition. 
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Source 2 Start searching for contacts (continued) Phase Strategy 
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 2.1 c. What you should be doing in this search for contacts, leads – you are to gather 
information and process the information against your search purposes and 
criteria. 
The activities referred to in paragraph 2.1 a involve information gathering and 
processing.  
The important point here is that you make notes and be alert to the information 
being presented to you at this time. Discipline is required to avoid any waste of 
time or resources for participation, for example, in international exhibitions. 
One reason you need to realize the underlying purpose of this part of the search is 
you will need to follow-up on selected needs. 
 
 

 2.2 Follow-up on leads   
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You need to follow-up on the leads and information you have obtained. It is too often 
very exciting to be meeting people and finding out about their businesses, and it is 
tempting to forget the agenda behind the meetings. 
 
You should act on the leads and take the necessary next steps. The next steps could 
involve further meetings, social activities, etc. 
 
Do not merely collect the name cards. Go beyond name cards. 
 
Be attentive (and not drunk) and observe carefully to gather information  
Experience – what skill? Knowledge? Knowhow? Specialization? 
Aspiration – what are the potential partner’s goals, vision, plan 
Inspiration – what motivates him/her; makes him/her tick 
           Influence – who he knows? What he can do? 
How he/she conducts his/her business – hand on or hand off 
            Who his/her best friends, partners are? What they do for a living? 
            Who are his/her “lieutenants”? He/she could be the one that does all the work 
  
-         Process the information 
Verify –  Check with others on  
                   How he/she interacts with others 
                           How others responded to him/her 
                           Visit the company – check with employees 
       Identify -  Sieve through the above contacts 
                           Group them into their products, services, work  
                           Note if the social contact has something that you can develop later on 
                           Any “sparks”, connectivity and synergy between you and the contact 
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Source 2.3 Evaluate the contacts Phase Strategy 
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2.3 a. What factors you should consider 
In this section you will find a list of factors that other SMEs are significant for 
success: 
• Whether the prospect can be relied upon to deliver the product, service, project 

or commitments you require to complement your efforts  
• Whether you trust and are comfortable with the prospect 
• What do others say about the prospect 
• Is there any reason for doubt or risk with the prospect? 
Of the factors, the most important one you should consider is whether you are 
comfortable with the prospective partner. 
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2.3 b What information should you gather and process 
Information that points to the factors that you deem important in your search.  
You would want to know if the prospect is able to provide what you need. 

• If you are looking for a service, you would see information about the services 
that the prospects state they can provide. You would seek comparative 
suppliers so that you could verify that the rates or terms suggested are 
reasonable. 

• You would be looking for indications that their assertions are credible. 
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2.3 c How do you go about gathering information? 
i. Of the sources of information mentioned earlier in Para. 2.1 a., you should  

• check with your networks,  
• check other people in the host country whom you have met 

 
ii. Practise being a good observer - observe the prospects, their managers, their 
business operations – you need to learn to be a keen observer of people so that you 
are able to draw from your interactions, the people and the background.  
 
There is a lot you can glean from this discipline. In fact, the heuristics that we 
discuss in Para. 2.3 g are based on this skill. You need to pay attention to how 
things are rather than what is presented.  
 
iii. Ask questions and verify with different sources. 
 

C
ul

tu
ra

l C
o

us
in

s 
S

tu
d

y 2.3 d What about picking prospects from the same background? 
Picking people from the same cultures or ethnicity is one approach, but adopting 
this approach does not guarantee a smooth passage. 
 
Instead you should focus on the ability of the prospective partner to do what you 
require and whether you have the personal chemistry for a working cooperative 
relationship. 
 

IN
T

E
R

N
A

T
IO

N
A

L 
C

O
L

LA
B

O
R

A
T

IO
N

 S
C

A
N

N
IN

G
 

IN
F

O
R

M
A

T
IO

N
 G

A
T

H
E

R
IN

G
, P

R
O

C
E

S
S

IN
G

 A
N

D
 J

U
D

G
E

M
E

N
T

 

Source 

S
E

A
R

C
H

 F
A

C
T

O
R

S
 A

N
D

 
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
O

C
E

S
S

 S
T

U
D

IE
S 

 

2.3 e The importance of background checks –  
 
You should Endeavour to check on the backgrounds of your prospects especially the 
ones you have narrowed from the field. You may check with other businesses with which 
they have done business in the host country or in Singapore. The market talk or gossip 
will normally give an indication on the prospects. Company visits enable you to have 
access to the business operations and to ascertain the competence of your prospect 
especially if there are production facilities involved. You may have opportunities to meet 
with members of the prospect's staff and obtain another view of the prospect.  
 
Visits with the prospect's family may also permit an insight into the prospect's attitudes, 
behavior or management style. In an informal setting, your prospect may reveal more of 
himself or herself.  
 
These background checks are your equivalent of due diligence. Larger firms employ 
consultants or managers to conduct due diligence for them on their prospects. As a SME, 
however, it is unlikely that you will need to screen larger firms who are your prospects as 
they are likely to have established reports and reputations. The same cannot be said for 
SMEs in the other country. In addition or stead of relying on consultants whom you may 
wish to engage, you should still do the needful. 
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2.3 f. Conduct simple tests. 
If necessary, put the budding relationship to the test. You may wish to place a small 
order if your arrangement involves some production or work to be done by the prospect 
The quality of work, the timeliness of delivery, the reliability and coordination, etc. 
could be evaluated through the sample order or test project. If projects are larger or 
process-driven, you may test part of the process or a batch.   
 
Alternatively, if the item is a regular product for which a sample can be requested, ask 
for a sample.  
2.3 g The rules of thumb - a number of heuristics are used by other entrepreneurs to 
gauge their prospects and you may know and employ some of these yourselves. 
a. meals - observe the way your prospect reciprocates any meals. If your prospect opts 
for the most expensive items when it is your turn to pay, it may be indicative of the way 
your funds or investment into the joint project may be utilized. 
 
b. golf - the heuristics here are the ethics and morals of the prospect. In a long nine or 
eighteen hole game of golf when conversations can range over many topics, there are 
opportunities for your antenna to be at work. One rule of thumb that has been noted is to 
see if your prospect cheats on the golf score card. Another is to see if he is generous with 
the caddy.  
c. family visits - it has been suggested that orderliness in the home denotes orderliness in 
the work place.  Others use the visits or meals to assess the level of transparency the 
prospect is prepared to adopt with them. One entrepreneur asserts that he would not work 
with another unless he knows their families. He wants his partner to understand there is a 
common destiny that their relationship binds them to which may affect their families.  
d. Company visits - the use of company visits has been referred to in the paragraph 
where we spoke of building relationships. For the sake of completeness, the ways these 
are used are mentioned again: i. to check out the capacity of the prospect in production, 
to verify that the prospect indeed has a place of business. Entrepreneurs with experience 
are able to ascertain from a visit if the site and operations fit with norms they have seen. 
You will need to apply these skills. 
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3 Relate to your prospects   
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3.1 Build and develop relationships with your prospective partner. 
 
Whether you end up in cooperation with the individuals you meet or not, you should 
develop and build relationships. 
 
Through the relationship building activities you will be able to find out about the 
prospect. You will also be able to assess the individual and his organization against your 
selection criteria.  You must be able to ascertain if you trust the prospect and the 
chemistry you have with that person which SME-owners have indicated are the critical 
decision factor. Furthermore, relationships will form the basis of ongoing work in any 
cooperative arrangement so it is a good point to start off at the beginning. Even if, the 
initial contact and subsequent meetings do not lead to any cooperation, you should still 
seek to maintain links in the nature of networking and also because there may be future 
instances for cooperation of some form. 
 
Relationship building activities - you should engage in the relationship building activities 
means to gather information. You should have a genuine interest in the individuals as 
they would discover any lack of sincerity which is not in line with the need to be 
trustworthy.  
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3.2 Being flexible.  
In the search process, there is a need to be flexible in the process of exploration, 
negotiation and discussion.  As trust and chemistry are the key criteria, the likelihood of 
an arrangement arising is reduced if you are inflexible in approach or about details.  
The need to be flexible also implies that you may need to place less emphasis on the 
agreement or any legal contract. Much depends on the situation. There is a need for you 
to explore other means of assuring that the partner will perform their obligations in a 
contract because the enforcement of contracts in some countries is less certain. Hence, 
being flexible includes this ability to vary one's expectations and adapt to the 
circumstances that may offer themselves to you. This also explains the need for trust.   

3.3 Deliver Value 
You need to deliver value and not seek to only or appear to only extract value from the 
arrangement. 
Cooperation requires benefits to result form the arrangement for both parties. For the 
arrangement to continue and grow, you need to continually be considering what new 
areas in which you can contribute value to the relationship.  

Phase Strategy 
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 4 Decide when you have sufficient information 

 
After obtaining leads and contacts, following them up and checking on the people, there 
will come a point to make a decision. You will have to use your judgment when you 
have sufficient inputs for a decision.  
 
There will never be perfect information. But you need enough to be comfortable with 
deciding about the prospects. 

P
R

E
-S

E
LE

C
T

IO
N

 
 

JU
D

G
E

M
E

N
T

 

Looking Ahead: 
As you continue to develop new international cooperation, it may be useful to build up the capabilities within your firm 
to enable you to search for international partners.  
The first set of capabilities is associated with international collaboration scanning. You need to develop within your firm 
collaborative competence. This refers to the knowledge, skills and processes for scanning international markets, 
identifying leads, following-up on them, information gathering and information processing.  
The second competence is judgement competence. The steps and know-how for ascertaining and judging the candidates 
is something you will need to develop as others will be involved in the international cooperation search process. 
Building these competencies may require you to train the others with your skills, methods, tactics, and guidelines. Taking 
them through these guidelines may be a way to develop their awareness of the steps needed and the competencies.  
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Summary 
 
Globalization has necessitated the internationalization on the part of SMEs. SMEs suffer 
from a number of handicaps when they venture overseas: the liability of size and liability 
of newness to the foreign markets. International cooperation is a key means for their 
internationalization. This thesis reports research undertaken to examine a key problem 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) face when seeking international cooperation 
- the search for suitable partners.  
 
International partner search is an important area requiring attention because SMEs have 
in anecdotal accounts reported failures in international cooperation because of the 
difficulty in searching for partners who will perform their obligations under an 
international cooperative arrangement. While there has been growing interest in the 
internationalization of SMEs, attention has been placed on the selection of international 
partners and not on the search processes. The thesis employs the design science approach 
to develop a validated design solution that can be used by SMEs in their international 
partner search. The research contributes to the research literature in addressing the gap on 
the search processes employed by SMEs in Asia.   
 
The research employs methods that are used in quantitative and qualitative research with 
the aim of constructing a solution employing the design science approach. In contrast to 
the more usual management research, the objective of this approach is not to explain or 
explore phenomena. It goes beyond stating the implications of the research and 
contributes to a better understanding about what practical steps the SMEs searching for 
international partners, who are called focal firms in this thesis, can take to advance their 
enterprise. It involves validating the suggested solution to assess that the solution concept 
is feasible. The product of the research will be guidance notes for SMEs who have yet to 
embark on international cooperation.   
 
The thesis examines the search for partners in general in a wide variety of relationships 
and does not limit itself to certain types of relationships. The reason for adopting this 
definition lies in the research question. As the research is limiting itself to the search, the 
nature of the relationship only comes to importance subsequently when the search has 
produced prospective partners that the focal firms select and then enter into negotiations 
with. The relationships are formed at a subsequent phase. Focal firms are by nature of 
their size and resources, and opportunistic in behavior. When searching overseas, they are 
more likely to be search for all types for relationships. Hence, the thesis refers to 
international cooperative arrangements in general.   
 
A total of four studies and three validation studies were conducted in the thesis research. 
The research began with a review of the relevant literature to propose steps that the 
Singapore SMEs should take to reduce their difficulties in the international partner search 
process. The first two studies, the Network Study and the Cultural Cousins study were 
prompted by the prior literature suggested that all the focal firms need to do in Asia is to 
search within and tie up with firms in their business networks; and that since most of 
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Asian SMEs come from either the Chinese or Indian diasporas, establishing working 
international cooperative arrangements is merely a matter of picking partners of the same 
ethnicity.  In the Network Study we found that family and informal social networks, 
while useful had limited application to SMEs for their international ventures. The 
Cultural Cousins Study revealed that picking cultural cousins for joint ventures did not 
reduce the conflicts as these existing between parents who were both of Chinese stock 
albeit from different countries. Further, this approach did not eliminate the need for the 
focal firms to search for partners they can trust and who will be committed. Hence, there 
is a need for the other studies conducted in this research to gather additional inputs for the 
design of the solution concept. 
 
The research embarked on examining the factors considered important by focal firms in 
their search. The Search Factors Study involved the interviews of thirty-three SMEs 
which were coded. These “search” factors suggested the importance of information 
gathering and information processing during the international partner search. In addition, 
the Search Process Study was conducted to build on the Search Factors Study in eliciting 
from the research subjects details of the search process they would recommend to other 
SMEs. The research interviewed five SME owners to develop propositions of the steps 
taken in their search.   
 
With the inputs from these four studies, the research then develops the solution 
comprising design propositions in the form of guidance notes that Singapore SMEs 
should employ in the search for international partners. At this stage the research enters 
the creative phase that employs a reasoning process under the CIMO logic.  The research 
problem is a problem in context (C): how should focal firms conduct a successful 
international partner search. The solution concept involves interventions (I). The 
intervention in this thesis is the provision of the guidance notes, which can be adopted 
and applied by focal firms. Activities are the mechanisms by which the interventions take 
effect (M). Finally, the solution concept when applied should give rise to a satisfactory 
outcome (O). Hence, the outcome mentioned earlier that the research would lead to a 
more effective international partner search; i.e. a faster, more successful search that 
facilitates the selection and development of successful cooperation. 
 
In designing the solution concept, it was necessary to frame the concept in a form that 
can be utilized by focal firms. It was decided to depict the solution concept as guidance 
notes offering advice to the focal firms who could use it to gain their actions or actions of 
their staff engaging in search processes. For the purposes of the design, the solution 
concept adopted a linear flow to the steps when in reality the steps may be undertaken by 
the focal firms simultaneously and often in a nonlinear fashion contingent upon the 
circumstances encountered during the search.  
 
As with all designs, there is a need to verify if the solution concept developed from the 
inputs, was capable of working. There is a need to examine the feasibility of the solution 
concept. In most designs, the designs are subject to validation. In some instances, the 
designs are field tested. In this research, it was decided for reasons of resources, time and 
practicality, that the solution be subject to validation. The solution concept and the design 
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propositions were validated with SMEs in general at a public seminar attended by 
twenty-seven focal firms, a panel of five nascent focal firms (SMEs yet to embark on 
international cooperation) and with a final panel of  experienced focal firms.  The choice 
of the panels is extremely important as the final panel of experts determines the 
applicability of the guidance notes. The five respondents have a vast experience with 
international cooperation and are from diverse industries. 
  
All three validation panels found the guidance notes helpful. The final validation panel 
provided additional insights that were incorporated in the revised solution concept. The 
finalized guidance notes will enable focal firms to improve their search processes; it will 
help nascent focal firms who are uninitiated get started on their searches. As a generic 
template, the guidance notes need to be augmented by additional modifications where 
there may be special industry conditions.  
 
The research is not without its limitations. Although it is envisaged to have greater 
application, this research has been conducted in Asia and more specifically from the 
perspective of Singapore focal firms searching for partners in the region.  Through the 
course of research, a number of avenues for future research were identified. Through the 
development of the design, the research suggests that focal firms need to develop 
collaborative competence. Collaborative competence comprises partner search capability, 
information gathering and processing skills and social capital. Drawing from the 
comments of the experts (the focal firms in the various studies), the research suggests that 
focal firms seeking international partners need to develop the capability to search for 
partners which includes committing budgets for activities that enable the search, 
developing search agenda and strategies, and develop collaborative competence such as 
at trade exhibitions. Possessing this competence, the focal firms will, for example, not 
simply be at a booth in the exhibition extolling their products or services but would 
engage in search activities, gather appropriate information and processing verbal and 
non-verbal cues.  Adopting the guidance notes developed from this thesis will enable 
SMEs to develop this competence. 
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