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Abstract
Trade shows are a key vehicle where SMEs often develop networks, through which 
valuable resources for internationalisation can be acquired. However, there tends to 
be a scarcity of research on the performance outcomes of network development of 
international SMEs (ISMEs), particularly, in trade show forums. Adopting a net-
work-based view, we investigate the influence of trade shows on the performance of 
ISMEs. Results from a survey of 229 Australian and New Zealand SMEs indicate 
that proactiveness is positively associated with the development of networks through 
trade shows, which, in turn, increases the firms’ operational performance, but not 
financial performance. In addition, the effect of trade shows is generally more ben-
eficial for ISMEs in the service industry, compared to other industries.

Keywords Small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) · Network · Trade show · 
Internationalisation · Firm performance

1 Introduction

The study of small firm internationalisation has captured increased attention in 
the literature since the 1990s. This has been evident by the substantial growth 
of studies, accruing to a large body of knowledge regarding internationalisation 
processes of international, small and medium-sized enterprises (ISMEs) (Ryan 
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et al. 2019). Due to a lack of resources and the small size of ISMEs, a key ration-
ale is that the dynamics of their firms’ internationalisation processes often differ 
considerably from large multinational enterprises (MNEs) (Cho and Lee 2018; 
Ojala et al. 2018). One such difference relates to their companies’ higher depend-
ency on and usage of their business and social networks for their firms’ interna-
tional development and growth (Jeong et al. 2017). Studies on the entrepreneurs’ 
personal social and business networks in small firm internationalisation have 
recently become more numerous and popular, especially in academia (e.g., Crick 
and Spence 2005).

Prior research has indicated that the international growth and expansion of SMEs 
have relied on their dependency to leverage the needed foreign market knowledge 
and resources through their respective network relationships (e.g., Jeong et al. 2017; 
Ryan et al. 2019). Johanson and Vahlne (2009) expanded the orginal Uppsala model 
of internationalisation by including the role of business networks where the interna-
tionalising company is interdependent with and integrated in wider foreign business 
networks. Inter-organisational networks can support ISMEs to reduce the liabili-
ties of foreignness (Hymer 1976). Without the firm’s managerial proactiveness in 
mobilising their networks for resources, international growth and market expansion 
would be generally deemed problematic (Evers 2011; Karra et al. 2008).

Networks in the company’s have an important function in the internationalisa-
tion process in the ‘network model of internationalisation’ (Johanson and Matts-
son 1988). The model argues that SMEs tend to internationalise through business 
networks and operate in an industrial network setting with different actors being 
connected to each other. Industrial networks usually consist of social and business 
relationships across vertical and horizontal actors, including customers, and other 
stakeholders (Axelsson and Easton 1992; Ryan et al. 2019).

Despite the high frequency of network studies in understanding SME internation-
alisation, we know little about the role of networks in predicting the performance of 
ISMEs (Jin and Jung 2016; Zain and Ng 2006). Less is know about how networks 
are created for access into foreign markets (Johanson and Vahlne 2009; Measson 
and Campbell-Hunt 2015) and the actual forum and nodes where such networking 
development, connections and exchanges occur (Ryan et al. 2015). The personal and 
social nature of forming and building relationships indicate that spatial proximity is 
important to develop network relationships (Evers and Knight 2008). Trade shows 
are generally considered a key component of the marketing for SMEs (Rinallo et al. 
2016), and trade fairs can act as temporary industry clusters in an intensified form 
by hosting industrial networks for a specified, limited time (Maskell et al. 2006).

Participating in trade shows is an important mechanism to acquire and develop 
business networks (Harris and Wheeler 2005; Measson and Campbell-Hunt 2015). 
Few studies have noted the importance of trade shows for small firm internationali-
sation providing a temporary, but critical industry node for networking, thus going 
beyond a firm’s traditional selling and commercial activities (Ryan et al. 2015). In 
such network forums, knowledge, although limited, has indicated that trade shows 
allow actors to build and strengthen social networks to accelerate the internation-
alisation process (Evers and Knight 2008). However, the literature has generally 
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scarcely addressed the potential performance outcomes of networking activities at 
trade shows (Tafesse and Skallerud 2017).

In this study, we build on these research gaps and investigate how trade shows 
may influence the performance of ISMEs. The network model of internationali-
sation (e.g., Johanson and Mattsson 1988, 1992) provides the conceptual basis to 
examine the impact of network development at trade shows on ISMEs’ performance. 
We further leverage theoretical insights from Johanson and Vahlne’s (2009) devel-
oped Uppsala perspective on business networks in firm internationalisation.

In addition, we draw on extant studies positing that access to vital resources 
for international performance is driven by network mobilisation brought about by 
proactiveness as one component of entrepreneurial orientation (Covin and Slevin 
1989). We, thus, examine the impact of proactiveness on the network development 
of ISMEs at trade shows. To address these research objectives, we conduct a survey 
of 229 Australian and New Zealand ISMEs, operating in different industry sectors. 
Further, in response to recent calls in the literature regarding the notion of export 
and internationalisation readiness (Gerschewski 2017; Tan et  al. 2007, 2018), we 
examine the post-internationalisation stage whereby we specifically investigate the 
firms’ initial foreign market entry and internationalisation process, covering the ini-
tial first 5 years of firm internationalisation.

2  Literature Review

2.1  Trade Shows and SME Internationalisation

Trade shows are regular events, where a large number of companies are able to pre-
sent and ‘showcase’ their main products and services (Kirchgeorg et al. 2010). Trade 
shows can provide opportunities for firms to increase their global reach and expo-
sure, to advertise their products and services, and to establish new business relation-
ships and enable efficient knowledge exchange with key stakeholders (Brown et al. 
2017; Evers 2011; Evers and Knight 2008).

Trade shows are generally viewed favourably and positively by firms, which are 
already ‘ready to export’ (Wilkinson and Brouthers 2000). Axinn (1988) indicated 
that trade show attendance yields an increase in export sales, thus often resulting in 
unsolicited orders from new customers and clients. Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) 
found that trade show attendance can lead to superior export performance.

2.2  Conceptual Model

The network view (Johanson and Mattsson 1988) provides the key theoretical 
basis for this study. The model argues that firms depend on assets and resources 
that other companies control, and acquire access to network resources via a spe-
cific position in the focal networks. The firm’s knowledge acquisition is mainly 
dependent on the establishment of international networks and the inter-depend-
encies among the actors in the business, industrial, and social networks (e.g., 
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Andersson et al. 2018; Axelsson and Easton 1992; Johanson and Mattsson 1988). 
The model states that company survival is generally dependent on establishing 
networks during the internationalisation process (Johanson and Vahlne 2003). 
A company enters foreign markets by developing networks in new international 
markets (Johanson and Mattsson 1988), e.g., establishing new relationships with 
stakeholders of the firm (e.g., customers, suppliers, etc.) (Johanson and Vahlne 
2003). After attaining a foothold position in a network, the company moves to the 
penetration phase, where it develops relationships and increases resource com-
mitments in markets. Thus, firms start learning and establish trust and commit-
ment, which are key to succeed in international markets. The integration phase 
signals greater global reach and a higher degree of internationalisation, in terms 
of the competitive position in international markets (Chetty and Holm 2000).

Johanson and Vahlne (2009) indicate that networks between organisations are 
instrumental in influencing international market selection and foreign market 
entry mode, identifying two preconditions for firm internationalisation. The first 
is attaining ‘insidership’ within an established network which is pertinent to a 
firm’s internationalisation process. Industrial markets are generally considered as 
networks of relationships, where companies tend to be linked to each other, thus 
rendering them ‘insiders’ in the relevant network(s) for successful internation-
alisation. If they remain unconnected to this network, there is a liability of out-
sidership. Liability of outsidership can occur when a firm’s challenges in inter-
nationalisation are connected to relationship- and network-specificity and less to 
country-specificity. Thus, the firm does not necessarily know who the stakeholder 
are, and how they may be connected to each other. Second, these relationships 
are critical sources of acquiring learning where knowledge is accrued from these 
relationships about foreign markets. Such relationships are generally built upon 
trust and commitment. Thus, an extensive network of relevant business relation-
ships equips firms with improved knowledge levels (Kogut 2000). We argue in 
our study that trade shows can serve as a key forum to facilitate the entry and 
development of the firms linking them to a relevant network of relationships com-
prising valuable business and social networks for superior firm performance. We 
also contend that entrepreneurial proactiveness, a component of entrepreneurial 
orientation (EO) (Covin and Slevin 1989), is an important antecedent for our 
understanding of how networks at trade shows are utilised by ISMEs for posi-
tively contributing to their firm performance. We argue that trade shows are par-
ticularly pertinent to the extension phase of internationalisation where network 
relationships with customers, distributors, agents, and suppliers are formed and 
developed as the company is entering a new foreign market. Thus, the notion of 
‘proactiveness’ becomes important in that a proactive approach can facilitate the 
establishment and maintenance of network relationships with key industry stake-
holders (e.g., suppliers, distributors, and buyers). Recent research by Brown et al. 
(2017) suggests that when the firm’s top management focuses on trade show mar-
keting it often leads to superior firm performance. Therefore, we hypothesise 
that the development of trade show networks mediates the relationship between 
firm proactiveness and company performance. Furthermore, we hypothesise that 
industry can serve as an important moderator between development of networks 
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at trade shows and performance, in that network development tends to be more 
important in high contact industries such as services due to the intangible nature 
and the increased relevance of after-sales services in service industries as com-
pared to manufacturing sectors.

Figure 1 presents our conceptual model. The hypotheses are developed more in-
depth in the following section.

3  Hypotheses

3.1  Proactiveness and Network Development of International SMEs

International performance of SMEs is strongly shaped by the managerial compe-
tence of the entrepreneur (Chandler and Hanks 1994). The concept of entrepre-
neurial orientation is a key research topic in the extant SME internationalisation 
literature (e.g., Evers 2011; Evers et  al. 2019), and operationalised based on the 
components of (1) proactiveness, (2) innovativeness, and (3) risk-taking (Covin and 
Slevin 1989). The ability of managers to proactively network effectively has been 
identified as an essential capability, including foreign market knowledge and cus-
tomer referrals for international market expansion (Evers et al. 2012; Weerwardena 
et al. 2007). It is well established that managers deploy relational social capital in 
their international networks for rapid foreign market entry and expansion (Ryan 
et al. 2019).

Earlier studies have noted that when international networks are proactively lev-
eraged by SMEs, they bring about more effective implementation of strategies 
of SMEs, and can help develop their dynamic marketing capabilities for interna-
tional performance (Evers et al. 2012). Proactiveness has been found to be a central 

Fig. 1  Conceptual model
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component of entrepreneurial orientation, thus providing strong support to the entre-
preneurial nature of ISMEs (Gerschewski et al. 2016).

We focus on ‘proactiveness’ in our study because prior related studies found rela-
tionships with the performance of SME exporters (Francis and Collins-Dodd 2000). 
The other two components of EO; innovativeness and risk-taking; tend to have less 
significant performance implications as compared to proactiveness. Proactiveness is 
also considered an important character trait of successful entrepreneurs, and it has 
been linked to perseverance and passion (Gerschewski et al. 2016).

International firm’s proactiveness to leverage external networks will help obtain 
assets needed for international growth, e.g., knowledge, operational capabilities, and 
finance (Evers et al. 2012). As we focus on network building for resource acquisition 
and leveraging for the ISME performance, we argue that proactiveness (Covin and 
Slevin 1989; Hite 2005) is a necessary antecedent for firms for network development 
in the context of trade shows and, therefore, propose:

Hypothesis 1: Proactiveness is positively related with ISMEs’ development of 
networks through trade shows.

3.2  Trade Show Networking and ISMEs’ Performance

Extant research has shown how SMEs can utilise their external networks to access 
foreign markets and gain customer knowledge essential for accelerated acquisition 
and expansion of foreign sales (Coviello 2006). However, only few studies have 
acknowledged the context of trade shows so far where this interorganisational net-
working generally occurs. Evers and Knight (2008) suggested that small internation-
alising firms utilise trade shows as network forums and nodes to gain access to their 
business and intermediary networks. Acting as temporary industry network spaces, 
trade shows have been conceptualised to be more than just a repository of informa-
tion for the firms (Rosson and Seringhaus 1995).

Ryan et al.’s (2015) study on the digital animation sector found that industry trade 
shows were generally perceived to serve not only as a means of building vertical 
relations, but were often the principal forum for forging horizontal relationships 
with collaborative industry associates. In addition, social capital embeddedness 
developed in tight network space engendered a ‘capital of trust’ between network 
actors, thus permitting the industry members to enhance technical, intellectual, 
social and reputational capital (Ling-Yee 2006; Ryan et al. 2015, 2019).

Several studies have specifically shown that networks can be positively related to 
ISME performance, measured as international profit, sales, sales growth, and market 
share (Stoian et al. 2017). Ryan et al. (2019) suggest that local networks, interna-
tionally based networks, and the dyadic roles of local and international networks 
may affect ISMEs’ performance (Musteen et al. 2010). The IB literature has gener-
ally found that networks are associated with ISME performance; however, contribu-
tions have been largely absent measuring the influence of networking at trade shows 
on ISME performance. Further, despite the widespread popularity and commercial 
significance of trade shows as global hubs of industry and commerce, we know little 
about the influence of trade show network activities on the performance of ISMEs.
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The majority of the literature in IB has investigated performance in the context 
of financial and operational dimensions (Gerschewski et al. 2015). This broad con-
ceptualisation of performance is consistent with the seminal study by Venkatraman 
and Ramanujam (1986). The authors argued that when measuring performance of 
the firm, composite performance dimensions should be avoided, and they advocated 
rather a multi-faceted approach to measuring firm performance. In fact, Hult et al. 
(2008) found that most studies (59.4%) used only one type of performance, while 
32.3% used two performance types. Building on Venkataraman and Ramanujam’s 
(1986) study, Gerschewski and Xiao (2015) found that operational performance 
measures were often considered as more important than financial indicators for 
ISMEs. For example, non-financial measures, such as market share and global reach, 
were frequently highly valued with the aim to grow from there through a combi-
nation of exporting, FDI, and licensing. This implies that operational performance 
with ‘soft indicators’ (e.g., ‘global reach’) can be instrumental in the internationali-
sation of SMEs, compared to the sole reliance on ‘hard’, financial measures. Follow-
ing previous studies (e.g., Gerschewski and Xiao 2015), we examine and differen-
tiate between the operational and financial dimensions of performance for ISMEs. 
Thus, the second hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 2a/b: The development of networks through trade shows is posi-
tively related with the performance of ISMEs, as measured by a) operational, 
b) financial performance.

Companies generally perceive their trade show participation to mainly serve 
the operational goals encompassing two different types of activities: selling (e.g., 
achieve sales and revenues from trade shows) and non-selling (e.g., relationship and 
reputation; information gathering; market testing) (Shipley et  al. 1993). Previous 
studies noted that non-selling objectives, such as meeting customers and better firm 
reputation, were often regarded as more important goals than selling (e.g., Shipley 
et  al. 1993). Moreover, social rather than financial exchanges have been found to 
be critically important success factors at international trade shows, in particular, in 
the initial stages of relationships between two parties (e.g., Rice 1992). Gerschewski 
et al. (2015) found that ISMEs generally valued operational performance measures 
very highly. In addition, Evers and Knight (2008) found empirical evidence for 
ISMEs using trade shows more for ‘softer’, and non-financial rewards, rather than 
sales-related incentives. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 2c: The ISMEs’ development of networks at trade shows has a 
stronger impact on the firms’ operational performance than their financial 
performance.

3.3  Performance of ISMEs and Industry Context

The performance of ISMEs has been investigated from various perspectives, 
including performance drivers (e.g., Gerschewski et al. 2015), the role of networks 
(Evers and Knight 2008), and measurement of performance (e.g., Gerschewski and 
Xiao 2015). However, the role of the industry context for ISME performance has 
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generally received limited focus in the literature, in particular, in terms of the rela-
tionships between ISMEs’ network development and trade shows (Fernhaber et al. 
2007).

We argue that industry exerts a moderating effect on the relationship between 
development of networks at trade shows and ISME performance. The structure and 
nature of industries often vary greatly, and, thus, provide the grounds why networks 
are more or less important for ISMEs’ performance.

The importance and relevance of industry context have been noted in the liter-
ature (Andersson et  al. 2014; Teagarden et  al. 2018), calling for increased scien-
tific rigor by contextualising and incorporating location and industry in academic 
research. Following these calls, we examine the moderating effect of industry on the 
relationship between network development and firm performance.

It is generally accepted that the service industry has a higher degree of indus-
try internationalisation than manufacturing and other sectors (Ball et  al. 2008; 
Erramilli 1992; Rammal and Rose 2014). Service firms worldwide often show a 
strong tendency to internationalise their business activities; global expansion and 
the launch of new services abroad are becoming an increasingly important issue for 
value creation and growth (Chandra et  al. 2012). Accordingly, much research has 
focused on service internationalisation and, in particular, entrepreneurial activities 
and decisions that enable the exploitation of cross-border business opportunities 
through service internationalisation (Castaño et al. 2016; Javalgi and Martin 2007; 
Laudien and Daxböck 2017). The intangible nature of service products necessitates 
collaborative interactions between the service provider and the customer (e.g., Bit-
ner 1990). Service industries are often characterised as ‘high-contact’, ‘intangible’, 
and ‘one-to-one’ (e.g., Erramilli 1992), which implies that personal interactions 
between frontline employees and customers are more integral compared to manufac-
turing industries. Thus, the need for customer–employee interactions is likely to be 
a relevant factor when sourcing services internationally. In addition, in the context 
of network development, price and quality, rather than after-sales customer service 
and ‘one-to-one’ customer interaction, are generally the primary drivers of company 
sales in manufacturing sectors, particularly in B-2-B industries. Trade shows pro-
vide the platform for developing personal interactions and relationships. Thus, we 
hypothesise:

Hypothesis 3a/b: The relationship between the development of networks 
through trade shows and a) operational, b) financial performance of ISMEs is 
moderated by industry, in that the effect is strengthened in the service industry.

4  Methods

4.1  Sample and Procedures

We collected data from ISMEs originating in Australia and New Zealand. Both 
countries are considered small and open economies (SMOPECs), where internation-
alisation is an important strategy for firm growth. To identify the target population, 
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we collected the firms’ details from Dun and Bradstreet by randomly selecting 2000 
SMEs (1000 in each country) and inviting them to our web-based survey via email 
and two follow-up reminder emails. We received 310 questionnaires, which cor-
responds to a 15.5% response rate. After dropping questionnaires with incomplete 
data, we retained 229 responses in total. Our sample involves 151 New Zealand 
and 78 Australian ISMEs. The data collection occurred from April to July 2010. 
While the data may be perceived as relatively ‘old’, it should be noted that no major 
external events affecting the economy have happened in Australia and New Zealand 
since then, which may have impacted the performance of SMEs. In addition, recent 
follow-up interviews with 20 CEOs/senior managers of the sample firms in 2019 
confirmed the validity of our findings.

Firm owners and/or CEOs (79%) and sales managers (21%) participated in our 
survey. In terms of industry, 78 (34%) companies are operating in service industry 
such as professional, information, finance and accounting, 78 (34%) companies are 
in manufacturing, and 73 (32%) companies are operating in other industries, such as 
agriculture, forestry, fishing, mining, and construction. We tested non-response bias 
by categorising the data into early and late responses. Mann–Whitney U test showed 
that these two groups did not differ statistically, suggesting that non-response bias 
was no an issue.

4.2  Measures

We used measures from established sources, and applied 7-point Likert scales, 
unless otherwise stated.

We captured the independent variable, ‘proactiveness’, by three items from 
Hughes and Morgan (2007). The items of the scale asked respondents to evaluate 
how they described the international entrepreneurial orientation of their senior man-
agement and company. The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.78.

The mediating variable, ‘development of networks through tradeshows’, was 
measured using five items from Evers and Knight (2008), Shipley et al. (1993), and 
Kerin and Cron (1987). The items indicated how important the development of net-
works are for attending international trade shows, and the scale had a Cronbach’s 
alpha of 0.73.

We measured international performance considering both operational and finan-
cial performance using the scales from Gerschewski et  al. (2015). This measure 
uses six items for measuring operational performance, such as market share in inter-
national markets, and four items from Venkatraman and Ramanujam (1986) and 
Vorhies et al. (1999) to measure financial performance, e.g., international profitabil-
ity. The Cronbach’s alpha of the two international performance scales were 0.93 and 
0.91, for operational and financial performance, respectively.

The marker variable was measured using three modified items based on Cavus-
gil and Zou (1994) and Madsen (1989). The items of the scale ask respondents to 
describe how potential their main foreign markets are, and the Cronbach’s alpha of 
the scale was 0.73.



582 S. Gerschewski et al.

1 3

Following prior research (e.g., Wolff and Pett 2000), we controlled for com-
pany size (number of employees), firm sales (seven categories from less than USD 
500,000 to more than USD 30 million), export sales ratio (0–100), and firm age 
(years).

4.3  Preliminary Analysis

We did confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for all multi-item scales using the 
software programme R to validate the scales. We conceptualised ‘proactive-
ness’, ‘development of networks through tradeshows’, ‘operational performance’, 
and ‘financial performance’ as first-order factors, which can be freely correlated. 
CFA showed a good model fit: χ2 (128) = 211.265; CFI = 0.962; RMSEA = 0.057. 
Furthermore, all standardised loading estimates were higher than 0.50, average 
variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability of all the factors in the model 
greater than 0.50 and 0.70 respectively were indicators of convergent validity. We 
tested discriminant validity with the Fornell and Larcker (1981) method. Results 
showed that all AVEs were higher than the highest squared correlations, suggest-
ing discriminant validity.

To test for common method bias (CMB), we conducted CFA marker analy-
sis (Williams et  al. 2010). We selected the construct of perception about how 
potential a main foreign market is as our marker variable. The theoretical ration-
ale underpinning the selection is that most of previous theoretical models, which 
explain the variability of international performance of newly established firms 
(McDougall et  al. 1994), only took the internationalisation of an industry into 
account. As a result, there is no clear conceptual linkage between the percep-
tion of how potential a foreign market is and international performance, net-
work development through tradeshows, and proactive disposition of such firms. 
The satisfactory criteria for the marker variable are consistent with Williams 
et al. (2010) suggesting that a marker variable should be in the same format and 
expected to be theoretically unrelated with other variables. Thus, we are confi-
dent that any co-variation of the marker variable with our substantive variables 
could exist and may reflect some common method variance (CMV). As seen in 

Table 1  Model fit indices and model comparisons for CFA models with marker variable

LR likelihood ratior test, C common, U unconstrained, R restricted

Model χ2 (df) CFI RMSEA (90% CI) LR of Δχ2 Model comparison

CFA with marker 283.60 (178) 0.955 0.055 (0.042, 0.066)
Baseline 303.29 (188) 0.951 0.056 (0.044, 0.067)
Method-C 302.95 (187) 0.950 0.056 (0.044, 0.067) 0.34, df = 1, 

ρ = 0.559
vs. baseline

Method-U 250.61 (170) 0.966 0.049 (0.035, 0.061) 52.34, df = 17, 
ρ = 0.000

vs. method-C

Method-R 251.39 (176) 0.968 0.047 (0.033, 0.059) 0.78, df = 6, 
ρ = 0.992

vs. method-U
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Table 1, Method-C model does not statistically fit better than the Baseline model 
(Δχ2(1) = 0.34, ρ = 0.559), indicating that CMV is not present when constrain-
ing method variance is equal. The Method-U model does statistically fit better 
than the Method-C (Δχ2(17) = 52.34, ρ = 0.000), indicating the presence of CMV 
when method variance is not equally constrained. However, the Method-R is not 
statistically different than Method-U (Δχ2(6) = 0.78, ρ = 0.992), indicating that 
CMV does not bias our results. Taken together, our post-hoc statistical results 
demonstrated that CMB was not a serious issue.

5  Results

We constructed moderated mediation model using lavaan in R, to test our hypoth-
eses. Table 2 summarises our descriptive results.

The  R2 for operational and financial performance is 30.8% and 21.9% respec-
tively, suggesting that our variables explain a substantial portion of our outcome 
variables. Next, we turn to testing our hypothesis (see Table  3). Proactiveness 
showed a significant positive relationship with network development through trade-
shows (b = 0.31, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001), supporting hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 2a/b 
postulated a positive relationship between network development through tradeshows 
and operational and financial performance, respectively. Results demonstrated a pos-
itive association between network development through tradeshows and operational 
performance (b = 2.70, SE = 0.78, p = 0.001), but insignificant relationship with 
financial performance (b = 0.92, SE = 0.91, p = 0.315). Thus, hypothesis 2a finds 
support, whereas hypothesis 2b is rejected. Hypothesis 2c predicted that the effect 
of the development of network is stronger on operational than on financial perfor-
mance. We used the Wald statistics test to compare whether coefficients are signifi-
cantly different. After constraining the equal direct effects of network development 
on each of the outcome variables, the Chi-square statistics is significantly different 
(χ2 (1) = 4.942; p = 0.033), implying that the effect of the development of networks 
at international trade shows is stronger on operational performance than financial 
performance. Therefore, hypothesis 2c is supported in our study.

Hypothesis 3a and hypothesis 3b predicted that industry serves as a moderator 
in the relationships of network development through tradeshows with operational 
and financial performance, in that the effect is stronger in the service industry. The 
results showed no significant moderation effect in for operational performance 
(b = − 0.24, SE = 1.58, p = 0.851), whereas service industry significantly strength-
ened the association between network development and financial performance 
(b = 3.37, SE = 1.50, p = 0.025), relative to other industries. Thus, hypothesis 3a is 
rejected, while hypothesis 3b is confirmed. We plotted the relationship between net-
work development and financial performance by industries to illustrate the modera-
tion effect (see Fig. 2).

We conducted a series of additional tests to further increase our understanding. 
First, we conducted the bootstrapping approach to estimate the confidence interval 
of mediation and moderated mediation effects. The results indicated the existence 
of mediation effect of network development through trade shows for operational 
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performance (b = 0.84, SE = 0.30, 95% CI = 0.26–1.42), but not for financial perfor-
mance (b = 0.29, SE = 0.29, 95% CI = − 0.28–0.86). However, the estimates of mod-
erated mediation effects indicated that the indirect effect of proactiveness on finan-
cial performance via network development through tradeshows became stronger in 
the service industry (b = 1.05, SE = 0.51, 95% CI = 0.04–2.06). In terms of the medi-
ation effect between proactiveness and operational performance, there was no differ-
ence between service and non-service sectors (b = − 0.08, SE = 0.40, p = 0.851, 95% 
CI = − 0.86–0.71). Given the established links between operational performance and 
financial performance, we further tested the direct effect between these two vari-
ables and the impact of network development through trade shows on financial per-
formance through operational performance. Results indicated a positive association 
between operational and financial performance (b = 0.72, SE = 0.06, p = 0.000), and 
a significant indirect effect of network development at trade shows on financial per-
formance that is carried via operational performance (b = 1.93, SE = 0.59, p = 0.001, 
95% CI = 0.78–3.08). The  R2 for the financial performance in the model increased 
from 0.219 up to 0.513, accounting for 51.3% variance of financial performance.

6  Discussion

We draw upon the network perspectives of firm internationalisation (Johanson and 
Vahlne 2009) to develop and test a model of how proactiveness influences network 
development through trade shows, which, in turn, influences performance, and the 
moderating role of industry. We surveyed Australian and New Zealand ISMEs to test 

Fig. 2  Interaction plot
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our hypotheses. Our study supports the network perspective in explaining the perfor-
mance of ISMEs, and further extends the impact of networks on ISMEs’ operational 
and financial performance of trade shows. We discuss the key findings below.

First, we concur with the view that ISME proactiveness in network development 
activities can enable their acquisition of needed resources for their internationali-
sation process (Andersson et  al. 2018; Evers 2011). Our results indicate that pro-
activeness enacted by ISMEs is positively related to network development at trade 
shows and an important antecedent as a means to enhance operational performance 
of ISMEs. ISMEs’ knowledge and expectations of industry network actors within 
temporary global market spaces of trade shows enable them to proactively create 
and foster business relationships to gain global market reach through foreign market 
knowledge, customer referrals, market opportunity identification to short-circuiting 
product time to market. Our study suggests that the internationalisation process for 
SMEs involves learning via international networks (Sharma and Blomstermo 2003).

This is consistent with earlier studies (Evers 2011; Evers and Knight 2008) where 
small international firms have been found to be highly proactive in collecting mar-
ket intelligence via various network channels at trade fairs. The perceived benefits 
accrued from networking at trade shows compelled ISMEs to proactively develop 
and mobilise networks as a necessary and strategic activity through which their 
firms’ international market activities could be attained successfully.

Third, the positive association between development of networks at trade shows 
and operational performance of ISMEs suggests that the benefits of trade shows are 
often manifested in ‘soft’ and ‘intangible’ aspects for ISMEs, such as better firm 
reputation and ‘global reach’ of the firms. This study suggests that trade show 
forums or similar physical market spaces can be considered to co-exist with the net-
work approach to understanding SME internationalisation. Our findings strengthen 
the view that trade shows, as temporary and industry spaces, are a valuable network 
infrastructure to establish networks for ISMEs’ growth and superior performance.

Fourth, our study suggests that trade shows contribute to the development of a 
network infrastructure, confirming prior research (Evers and Knight 2008). This 
network infrastructure enabled ISMEs to connect to and leverage the on-site net-
work business actors as a means to extend, penetrate, and integrate their networks 
for international growth. Moreover, trade show forums were perceived to serve as 
a means of organisational learning by building and nurturing relationships (Blythe 
2002; Ling-Yee 2006; Measson and Campbell-Hunt 2015; Rosson and Seringhaus 
1995; Ryan et  al. 2019), to the extent that results in enhanced operational perfor-
mance as our study concludes. This study extends research by advancing our knowl-
edge on the positive impacts trade shows can accrue to ISMEs’ operational perfor-
mance (Crick 2009; Knight and Cavusgil 2004).

In contrast, the insignificant relationship between trade show activity and finan-
cial performance challenges some traditional insights considering sales activities as 
key incentives for trade show attendance (e.g., Shipley et al. 1993). In response to 
earlier calls in the literature (e.g., Tafesse and Skallerud 2017), this study further 
illuminates the importance in examining different types of performance to acquire 
deeper and more holistic insights into factors influencing ISME performance (Ger-
schewski et al. 2016).
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Finally, we hypothesised that the relationship between the development of net-
works through trade shows and performance of ISMEs is moderated by industry, in 
that the effect is strengthened in the service industry. The results support the hypoth-
esis regarding financial performance, which indicates that network development is 
particularly important for boosting financial performance in the service industry, due 
to the high-contact and intangible nature of this industry (e.g., Erramilli 1992). Per-
sonal interactions are important to establish trust and finalise sales contracts. In con-
trast, the beneficial role of network development through trade shows for operational 
performance did not vary by industry. This suggests that all managers, regardless of 
industry context, perceive networking an important means to increase operational 
performance. Taken together, our findings suggest that networking at trade shows is 
universally considered important to achieve ‘softer’, operational performance goals 
(Evers and Knight, 2008), whereas it tends to be only important in the high-contact 
service industries to achieve financial performance goals.

6.1  Theoretical Implications

This study makes several theoretical contributions by providing valuable insights 
into the relevance of networks within the trade show forums for the performance of 
ISMEs. First, our study advances the network models of internationalisation positing 
that trade shows can represent important networking forums in which the phases of 
network internationalisation can occur (Johanson and Mattsson 1988). Proactiveness 
is found to be a necessary entrepreneurial orientation for firms to enact as a means 
to leverage and channel resources through networking at trade shows for firm per-
formance. We have developed a conceptual model, including the role of tradeshows, 
networking and proactiveness, and we have empirically examined their impacts on 
ISMEs’ performance.

Our study adds to the limited knowledge regarding the influence of networks on 
firm performance in the context of trade shows and ISMEs. Firstly, proactive trade 
show participation can enable the firm to gain insidership through access and estab-
lishment in a relevant market network in the trade show setting. Hence trade shows 
networks can be synonymous with the relevant market network to foreign markets 
thereby mitigating the firm’s exposure to the liabilities of outsidership (Johanson 
and Vahlne 2009). This study suggests that trade shows enable early internationalis-
ing firms to become ‘insiders’ to their relevant foreign market networks.

Second, we conclude that trade show forums present a critical networking devel-
opment space for ISME performance. This is a novel contribution, as there is rela-
tively limited research on the forum or physical spaces where networking occurs and 
how networks link to performance in the context of trade fairs. Hence, our study is 
one of the first in the literature that investigates the quantitative influence of trade 
show networks on the performance of ISMEs operating across different industries. 
Our study provides a more comprehensive understanding of the function of network 
development through tradeshows on ISME performance, its antecedents, and the 
moderating role of industry.
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Third, this study emphasizes the significance of networking venues/forums and their 
roles in the overall process (Evers and Knight 2008). Networking nodes, such as trade 
shows, serve as loci to establish fundamental connections to enable early international 
market entry and penetration by extending the network of ISMEs in trade show forums 
and extend the firms’ knowledge base needed for foreign market entry and growth. 
Given the resource constraints often experienced by ISMEs, the importance of trade 
shows as networking platforms becomes particularly pertinent.

This work extends previous knowledge in terms of the network perspective to exam-
ine the internationalisation process of ISMEs (e.g., Coviello 2006; Evers and Knight 
2008). Despite growing interest in the topic, little is known about how ISMEs develop 
their networks in specific contexts and how that contributes to performance and how 
ISMEs gain access to relevant networks for internationalisation. This study addresses a 
research gap by offering empirical insights into the forum of the network in the interna-
tionalisation process—an area very much under-explored to date.

Fourth, we add to the IB literature by providing a more integrated view of perfor-
mance, distinguishing between two performance dimensions (i.e., financial and oper-
ational). The literature has generally focused on examining only one type of perfor-
mance (in particular, financial), rather than adopting a more integrated approach (see 
Gerschewski and Xiao 2015 for a review of ISMEs’ performance measurement). This 
distinction is important as the effects of tradeshows can differ depending on the type of 
performance. While networking development through tradeshows has generally a more 
immediate effect on operational performance, our additional results suggest that it has 
an eventual indirect on financial performance: in other words, operational performance 
translates into financial performance in our study.

Fifth, we incorporate ‘industry’ as a critical contextual variable when examining the 
impact of networking, proactiveness, and trade shows on the performance implications 
for ISMEs. Previous related studies have often been sector-specific, and/or qualitative 
in nature (seafood by Evers and Knight 2008; digital animation by Ryan et al. 2015). 
We developed a cross-sector quantitative study, measuring the network developments 
at trade shows and their impact on the performance of ISMEs. Moreover, we examined 
the moderating effects of industry on the relationship between network development 
of ISMEs at trade shows and firm performance. Our study, thus, extends our knowl-
edge by providing novel insights into the role of industry sector on the performance of 
ISMEs.

Finally, we contribute to the literature on early internationalisation in that we focus 
on the initial internationalisation of the sample firms (i.e., first 5 years of internation-
alisation). We also provide a contribution to the extension phase of internationalisation, 
as originally developed by Johanson and Mattsson (1988), and Johanson and Vahlne 
(2009), by advancing the role of tradeshows as networking mechanisms for facilitat-
ing firm insidership with the foreign market network, thereby reducing liabilities of 
outsidership for ISMEs. Given the resource constraints often experienced by ISMEs, 
the importance of trade shows as networking platforms becomes more pertinent. The 
initial internationalisation phase is often crucial for the eventual success of an ISMEs’ 
international activities, in light of the key role for export readiness (Gerschewski et al. 
2020).
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6.2  Policy and Managerial Implications

Our study provides key implications for policy-makers and managers. Policy-makers 
can build on these findings by encouraging exporters to attend trade fairs. In addi-
tion, as currently practiced by some state export promotion policies, policy-makers 
can provide financial support and advice for trade show attendance. The hosting of 
international trade fairs in their respective home countries could be an important 
step to strengthen the global exposure of firms operating in established and emergent 
sectors of strategic, economic importance. The pragmatic advice to ISME managers 
is relatively obvious: Try to be proactive and be open and flexible to participate in 
trade shows to develop networks.

Regarding managerial implications, our study provided support for the key roles 
of monitoring and measuring company performance in a differentiated manner by 
applying various types of performance, including financial and operational. Manag-
ers are well-advised to measure performance in a more holistic and integrated man-
ner by incorporating the influence of the external environment (i.e., industry sector) 
on network development at trade shows and operational performance.

This study gives empirical evidence that the proactive development of networks 
at trade shows can have positive implications for firm performance. These results 
can motivate managers to devote attention to the importance of engaging proactive-
ness across staff at trade show to maximise the benefits for enhancing international 
performance. Providing trade show attending employees with proactive relationship-
building incentives could be critical to access market network structures through 
which they can exploit and mobilise available resources such as an extended knowl-
edge base acquired through relationship- and network-specificity. Thus, senior man-
agers are well-advised to leverage trade shows as ‘spring boards’ to successful, ini-
tial firm internationalisation.

6.3  Limitations and Future Research

The limitations of our study give rise to new directions for future research. ISMEs 
were based in Australia and New Zealand, which implies that the generalisability 
of the study’s results to other country contexts is limited. More research on ISMEs 
from other country contexts, e.g., different cultures, could help to establish the gen-
eralisability of our findings and potentially add new insights.

This study relied on a cross-sectional survey collected from April-July 2010. We 
applied various ex-ante and statistical post-hoc strategies to counter common meth-
ods bias. Given the changing nature of networks (e.g., Hite 2005), future studies may 
conduct longitudinal studies to increase our understanding of the role of how ISMEs 
develop, grow, and maintain networks via trade shows and other means and how 
this may affect firm performance. The relative ‘old age’ of the data indicates that the 
validity of the data may have been compromised to some extent. However, recent 
interviews in 2019 with a selected group of the same respondents confirmed the 
validity of our findings. It should be noted that no major external changes affected 
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these ISMEs since then. Future longitudinal research is encouraged to test whether 
and how external and internal changes influence the results of our findings.

Another promising line of future research could be the role of entry modes in net-
work development at trade shows. For example, future research could examine the 
differences between exporters and firms that used alternative entry modes, such as 
licensing and equity modes or FDI (Cho and Lee 2018). Noting the important aspect 
of forums where networking occurs exposes an important component to be further 
researched in the network perspective of SME internationalisation.

Much work remains to be done on the operation and forums of networks. Future 
research could endeavour to explore other networking nodes, such as industry and 
network events. Such research could usefully explore beyond other industry sectors 
of this study.

As mentioned earlier, we hypothesise that trade shows are particularly perti-
nent to the early phase of internationalisation (e.g., Johanson and Mattson 1988), 
while the company is entering new foreign markets. The firms in our sample are 
SMEs, and, thus, generally lack financial and other resources. Therefore, the devel-
opment of networks through tradeshows can help these SMEs reduce the resource 
constraints in their initial internationalisation endeavours and activities. We did not 
empirically test the differences between the impact of tradeshows on post-interna-
tionalisation and initial internationalisation, but this may form an interesting avenue 
for further research.

Finally, the investigation of any additional antecedents of network development 
at trade shows for ISMEs could be a promising future research area. For instance, 
the role of corporate culture and company ethics may be suitable starting points to 
further advance our knowledge in this increasingly relevant and intriguing research 
area.
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