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1.1 RESEARCH ISSUE 

 

With the rapidly changing global trading environments, an international focus 

becomes increasingly important in firm strategy. Not only do imports progressively challenge 

firms in their domestic markets, but new opportunities are also arising for these same firms in 

foreign markets (Chetty & Agndal, 2007). Internationalisation has been favourably regarded 

due to the substantial macro- and microeconomic benefits. In macroeconomic terms, 

internationalised firms contribute to socio-economic development by increasing employment 

opportunities, generating foreign exchange, and reducing national deficits (Katsikea & 

Skarmeas, 2003; Leonidou, Katsikeas, & Piercy, 1998). From a microeconomic perspective, 

firms are strengthening their international focus with the hope that doing so will enhance 

existing managerial skills and capabilities and help orchestrate firm resources better 

(Katsikea & Skarmeas, 2003). By accessing larger markets, internationalised companies 

achieve economies of scale and scope, increase manufacturing efficiencies, recoup 

investments more efficiently, and gain access to foreign technological, marketing, and 

management skills (Manolova, Manev, & Gyoshev, 2010; Zhou, Wu, & Luo, 2007), all of 
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& Pecotich, 2001). The reliance on networks is not limited to the start-up phase, as SME 

owners continue to rely on network partners (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003). Fernhaber and Li 

(2012) have shown that the effect of networks on internationalisation in new ventures differs 

from existing firms. One of the distinctions of this dissertation is to fill those research gaps.   

Surprisingly, this discourse has not addressed the family firm sector, even though 

family firms represent a substantial portion of the economic landscape in most developed 

countries (Morck & Yeung, 2003; Schulze, Lubatkin, & Dino, 2002) and a growing number 

of researchers have taken interest in this type of business (Craig, Moores, Howorth, & 

Poutziouris, 2009; Craig & Salvato, 2012). Moores and Mula (2000) suggest that at least half 

of all Australian businesses are family controlled, the vast majority of which are SMEs. 

Family firms are significant contributors to the wealth of the Australian economy. 

Estimations suggest that they have a combined wealth of A$4.3 trillion, which represents a 

greater value than the total of the Australian Security Exchange market capitalisation of all 

listed companies plus the total value of all managed funds in Australia 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007; Smyrnios & Dana, 2006).  

Evidence suggests that the internationalisation behaviour of family-owned businesses 

distinguishes them from firms with structures other than family ownership (e.g., Bell, Crick, 

& Young, 2004; Fernandez & Nieto, 2006; George, Wiklund, & Zahra, 2005; Graves & 

Thomas, 2006; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Most studies acknowledge that intangible 

resources enhance the uniqueness of family firms (e.g., Habbershon & Williams, 1999; 

Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). For example, according to Hall (1992), networks are among the 

intangible resources that can generate a competitive advantage and thus make family firms 

unique. Existing studies neglected to examine the effect of being a family firm on the 

relationship between inter-personal networks and internationalisation, and this is a further 

distinction of this dissertation. 
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Figure 1: Organisation of dissertation 
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