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Abstract

We use data from Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMESs) in the UK to examine the link
between the presence of women directors and exporting activity. To do this, we build on
resource-based view (RBV) and resource dependence theory (RDT) and show that SMEs with
women on the board of directors are less likely to be involved in exporting activity compared
to SMEs without women directors. Nevertheless, this negative relationship may be moderated
by seeking network advice, which can be explained through the social network theory (SNT).
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1. Introduction

In recent years, increasing academic and policy attention has been paid to firms that are
managed by women given their significant contribution to the economy and society (Farrell &
Hersch, 2005; Simpson et al., 2010; Hughes et al., 2012; Jennings & Brush, 2013; Pergelova et
al., 2018). Similarly, substantial effort has been made to strengthen women’s engagement and
involvement on boards and the decision-making process (Vinnicombe et al., 2008; Nielsen &
Huse, 2010; Martin-Ugedo & Minguez-Vera, 2014). As a result of this, gender differences have
become a focal topic for researchers in international business (IB), but also in entrepreneurship
and small business research (Ratten & Tajeddini, 2018). Much of the focus, however, has been
on the practices used and challenges faced by women entrepreneurs as well as the need to
understand their relevant enablers, drivers and performance factors (e.g., Tlaiss, 2015; Dean &
Ford, 2017; Stead, 2017). Therefore, the empirical literature has tended to pay much less
attention to the relationship between women and exporting activity as a proxy of
internationalization, which is important for firm competitiveness and growth (Andersson &
Wictor, 2003; Orser et al., 2010). Additionally, much of this small but increasing literature has
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produced mixed findings suggesting either a negative or an insignificant relationship between
the two (see Westhead et al., 2001; Reavley et al., 2005; Pergelova et al., 2018) making the
need for further research evidence more essential.

In this paper, we focus on SME directors, who are responsible for the internationalization
strategy of the firm, (Rivas et al., 2009; Rivas et al., 2012; Arzubiaga et al., 2018) and following
recent studies (e.g., Pergelova et al., 2018) we examine potential gender differences in exporting
activity of the firms. To do so, we draw on the Resource Based View (RBV) and Resource
Dependency Theory (RDT), which are well-established frameworks that are used to explain the
internationalization of SMEs (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Duran & Jordan, 2012; Laufs &
Schwens, 2014). We go beyond the existing literature by examining the moderating role of
seeking network advice on the women directors-exporting activity, building on the recent work
by Idris and Saridakis (2018). Using Social Network Theory (SNT), we argue that if a negative
relationship between women directors and exporting activity exists, it will be weaker when
seeking network advice since it may provide information and resources (Rosenbaum, 2017) to
assist with the internationalization of the firm.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses the literature and the research
hypotheses. Section 3 briefly explains the data, the construction of the key variables and
empirical specification. Section 4 explains the results and the analysis, and the last section
concludes the paper.

2. Literature review

Entrepreneurship has been generally linked with ‘masculine gender role stereotypes’ (Gupta et
al., 2009: 397) influencing negatively new or international business opportunities that are
available to women (Gupta et al., 2014; Pergelova et al., 2018). In a growing body of literature,
a number of barriers that affect women-led firms when attempting to expand their firms
internationally have been identified. For example, compared to their male counterparts, women
are more concerned about the risk of high-growth strategies and are keen to balance family and
work responsibilities, so they may choose intentionally to operate in smaller-scale and local
markets (Cliff, 1998; Kepler & Shane, 2007). To this end, various studies in psychology and
sociology converge towards the view that women are less likely to be risk-takers than men.
Since internationalization via exporting is considered a risky strategy, they might decide not to
expand their firms across borders (Aculai et al., 2006). Similarly, in the entrepreneurship
literature, a woman entrepreneur is described as ‘cautious, conservative and risk-averse’
(Marlow & McAdam, 2012: 664). According to Pergelova et al. (2018), such findings are of
great importance since they show that independently of achieving high levels of firm
performance, women entrepreneurs still exhibit lower perceptions of risk-taking compared to
men.

Moreover, in line with the RBV and RDT, internal financial constraints and difficulties in
accessing external financial resources can deter SMEs, especially women-led firms, from
entering international markets (Laufs & Schwens, 2014; Gicheva & Link, 2015). Previous
works find that although women are likely to exhibit similar financial self-confidence with men
(e.g., Imarhiagbe et al., 2017), they are more likely to be financially constrained (e.g., Sabarwal
& Terrell, 2008) and report lower levels of external funding (Watson, 2006). This may be
explained by gender differences and the likelihood of being rejected for a bank loan (e.g.,
Fraser, 2005) and levels of discouragement in applying for one (e.g., Bardasi et al., 2011).
Hence, women-owned firms are generally smaller in size and concentrate on low-productivity
sectors (e.g., World Bank Group, 2014). Turning to gender differences in internationalization
through exporting, the results are ambiguous. Reavley et al. (2005), for example, report no
evidence of gender challenges in international trade among seven ‘award-winning’ women
exporters suggesting that there is no gender effect on exports. An earlier study by Grondin and
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Schaefar (1995) finds that women-owned Canadian SMEs that lack the readiness to export are
less likely to undertake exporting activity, but gender is not reported as the primary reason for
internationalization decisions. Additionally, Westhead et al. (2001), using data from the UK,
find that gender has an insignificant impact on exports. However, such results could be due to
unobserved moderating effects. Recently Lee et al. (2016) found that marketing competencies
and innovation mediate the association between gender and exporting for Korean firms. Given
the above literature, our first hypothesis is:

H1: SMEs with women directors on board are less likely to export than SMEs with no women
directors on board.

The role of networks in the exporting activity of SMEs has received significant research
attention over the past years (e.g., Boehe, 2013; Stoian et al., 2016; Idris & Saridakis, 2018).
To this end, the Social Network Theory suggests that owner-managers may be able to access
needed external resources (e.g., financial and technological resources) that are necessary for
their growth through their network channels (Florin et al., 2003; Idris & Saridakis, 2018).
Hence, entrepreneurs can use the networks that are available to them to gain access, for
example, to knowledge and information that are beneficial for their internationalization
decisions and strategies. However, women are less likely to seek ‘male-dominant formal
networks’ (Rosenbaum, 2017: 120) (such as banks), thus restricting their access to mainly
informal networks (e.g., family and friends) and not utilizing in full the potential benefits
provided by participating in a wider range of networks (Brush, 1992; Hampton et al., 2009).
Additionally, Ratten & Tajeddini (2018) find that when women entrepreneurs use their
networks, they tend to use them differently from the way male entrepreneurs use them.

For example, it has been noted that the status and self-esteem may impact women’s
networking behavior. According to Forret and Dougherty (2001) women with no family
responsibilities tend to engage in similar networking behavior as males compared to women
with family responsibilities who may experience difficulties should networking occur after
working hours (Singh et al., 2006). Moreover, self-esteem has been found to positively and
significantly affect networking behavior (Forret & Dougherty, 2001). Similarly, some other
studies suggest that women directors behave differently from their male counterparts. For
example, women serving on the board of directors tend to question the process more, and they
are more socially engaged and oriented than men (see Huse & Solberg, 2006; Huse et al., 2009;
Rosenbaum, 2017). Here, in line with Idris and Saridakis (2018) we argue that networks can
play an important role in a firm’s exporting activity as they assist firms in gaining foreign
market knowledge and information needed for internationalization. Thus, if women seek
network advice, the negative relationship between women directors and exporting can be
suppressed. Hence, our second hypothesis is:

H2: Network advice moderates the relationship between women directors on board and SMEs
exporting activity such that this negative relationship becomes weaker for firms with women
directors on board.

3. Data and key variables

To test our two hypotheses, we use survey data with owner-managers of UK SMEs (firms with
less than 249 employees) (SBS, 2015; BIS, 2016). The survey asks owner-managers if ‘in the
past 12 months, did your business export any goods and/or services outside the UK’ (BIS, 2016:
34). Hence, a binary variable (i.e., 1: if the firm exports; 0: otherwise) is constructed and used
as a proxy of internationalization (e.g., Serra et al., 2012; Idris & Saridakis, 2018; Saridakis et
al., 2019).
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Figure 1. Networking activities by exporting firms (that have at least one
director who is not owner or partner, n=7,123).
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Figure 2. Networking activities by non-exporting firms (that have at least
one director who is not owner or partner, n=7,123)
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We consider network advice as a proxy of networking activity (see Sparrowe et al., 2001;
Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Idris & Saridakis, 2018). The survey asks owner-managers whether
they sought external advice from formal/informal networks on matters affecting their busi-
nesses in the last 12 months (BIS, 2016: 73). Again, the network advice variable is a binary
variable (1: if network advice was sought; 0: if not).

Moreover, the survey asks firms that have any directors in the day-to-day control of the busi-
nesses who are not owners or partners and if any of those partners are women (BIS, 2016: 28-
29). The explanatory variable is, therefore, a binary variable (1: if the firm has women directors;
0: otherwise).

Figures 1 and 2 represent the networking activities for exporting SMEs and non-exporting
SMEs, respectively, with and without women directors on board. To estimate it, we use a probit
model (see Wooldridge, 2010).
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4. Empirical results

In Table 1, we present the results from the probit model. Model 1 shows that firms that have
women directors on board are less likely to export (by 3.6 percentage points estimated at mean
values; see Model 1 column 2) than SMEs that do not have women directors on board. Hence,
H1 is supported.! In Model 2, we include the interaction between seeking network advice and
women directors on internationalization. The results from this model suggest a positive
interaction between women directors on boards and seeking network advice with the marginal
effect (ME) being equal to 0.038 (column 4); suggesting a suppressing effect of network advice
on women directors-exporting activity relationship. However, following Ai and Norton (2003)
and Norton et al (2004) the corrected magnitude of the mean effect is found to be in the region
of 0.031 (Std. err. = 0.019).2 This is estimated as a difference in the marginal effect of women
directors on exporting activity between those seeking network advice (ME=-0.017, Std.
err.=0.015) and those not (ME=-0.048, Std. err.=0.013).

Table 1. Probit estimates.

Probit Model 1 Model 2
Model Coef. ME Coef. ME
Women directors on board -0.121%** -0.036*** -0.192*** -0.057***
0.039 0.011 0.052 0.015
Seeking network advice 0.190*** 0.056***
0.058 0.017
Women directors on board* 0.129* 0.038*
Seeking network advice 0.074 0.022
Controls Yes Yes
log Likelihood -3282.03 -3254.16
X 2(df) 1954.96***(42) 2010.70***(44)
Obs. 7,123 7,123

Notes: Values in italics are the standard errors. Controls: Size of firm, firm age, legal status, number of sites,
family firm, business environment , turnover, sectors and regions; *** p<0.01; *p<0.1.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, we examine the association between women directors on boards in SMEs and
exporting activity as a proxy of their internationalization strategies. Our results show that SMEs
that have women directors on their boards are less likely to internationalize than firms that do
not have women directors. This may be because women entrepreneurs face significant and
different challenges compared to their male counterparts, such as difficulties in accessing
financial capital, attitudes towards risks and work and family priorities (Aculai et al., 2006;
Laufs & Schwens, 2014; Gicheva & Link, 2015).

However, our results show that only when women directors use network advice, the negative
effect of women directors on boards is suppressed significantly. Therefore, it can be suggested
that network advice can enable women directors to gain access to potentially useful information,
knowledge and resources, which are needed for internationalization purposes. In other words,

1 We also include in the specification the variable seeking network advice. The results from this model show that seeking
network advice increases the likelihood of SMEs exporting (by 7.9 percentage points estimated at mean values) compared to
SMEs that do not seek network advice. Moreover, propensity score matching techniques provide similar conclusions. Finally,
a Wald test suggests that the coefficients for women directors found in this Model 1 is not significantly different from the
coefficient reported here (x2(1) = 0.11, prob. = 0.739).

2 Although it is not reported here, we also find that the magnitude of the interaction effect, although it remains positive, varies
between firms with low and high-predicted probabilities of undertaking an exporting activity.
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networks can act as a facilitator for internationalization in SMEs that have women on their
boards as directors. Our results, therefore, provide some new findings that can be used by
SMEs, policymakers and practitioners to stimulate exporting activity in SMEs with women
directors on board.
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