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Abstract 

Governments and other non-profit organizations have been providing information-oriented 
services for long to encourage exports. The primary targeted recipient of such services is Small and 
Medium sized Enterprises (SME’s). The effectiveness of such activities has been researched 
extensively until mid 90’s. The work of McAuley (1993), Diamantopoulos et al. (1993) Katsikeas et al. 
(1994), Hart et al. (1994) and Crick (1995) are some of the representative. In the last few years, the 
Internet has emerged as an effective communication media. Recognizing the potential, a lot of export 
assistance is provided over the Internet. For the research community, this presents an opportunity to 
document and explain the developments. Our objective in this paper is three fold. Firstly, we in this 
paper review 25 export assistance web sites and summarize the Internet related developments. 
Secondly, we use Rask’s (2002) model about web marketing strategies for conceptualizing the Internet 
related developments associated with export assistance. Finally, we highlight the implications of 
providing export assistance over the Internet. Those interested in export assistance research and those 
providing export assistance are foreseen as the prime beneficiaries of our analysis. 
 
Keywords: Export Assistance, E-government, E-commerce, Internet, SME, Globalization, Web 
Strategies 
 
Introduction 

Export assistance is the providing of “… standardized and customized market information and 
guidance on exporting and export marketing and second, more comprehensive programs ranging from 
helping firms research specific foreign market visits – individual or with trade missions – trade fairs 
to actual market entry” (Seringhaus, 1985). Many profit-oriented organizations that are involved in the 
internationalization process such as banks, insurance agencies and transportation companies provide 
this service as an accompaniment. Many national governments for long have been providing export 
assistance services to their respective constituents for free or for a very small fee. International 
organizations such as UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on Trade And Development) have as 
well been providing export assistance. In this paper, we focus on the export assistance services 
provided by national governments. 

Those business enterprises interested in selling goods and services in foreign countries use the 
export assistance service. Extensive research that has been carried out has helped us categorize the 
users of export assistance and understand their respective assistance requirements. For instance, 
Katsikeas et al. (1994) study the differences in perceptions of exporting problems based on firm size 
and export market experience. From his study McAuley (1992) concludes that businesses increasingly 
rely on their own experience instead of external parties as they progress in their internationalization 
process. Typically, Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs) in the early stages of 
internationalization use government provided export assistance. Large, financially strong and 
experienced businesses usually hire external organizations or use their rich experience.  

Export assistance encompasses a broad range of activities. Diamantopoulos, Schlegelmilch and 
Tse (1993) classify export assistance activities as under “capability building” and “export facilitation”. 
Capability building services assist businesses in producing goods and services at international 
standards. Organizations such as UNCTAD focus on capability building. Export facilitation services 
help businesses in selling their goods and services in international locations. Export facilitation service 
is usually provided by national governments. This paper focuses on the export facilitation segment. 
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We focus on information-oriented activities within this segment and not on policy related issues such 
as trade barriers and currency rates.  

National governments provide export assistance services mainly to assist local businesses in 
enjoying the benefits of globalization. The service that they provide is knowledge intensive. It mainly 
involves collection and delivery of market related information. This activity can be rather expensive. 
The UK government for instance has spent 224 million pounds a year (Crick & Chaudhry, 2000).  

Researchers have studied the effectiveness of this expense-oriented activity extensively. Their 
underlying rationale often has been to match the businesses’ information requirements with that of the 
offered export assistance services (e.g. Crick and Chaudhry 1997a, 1997b and 2000, Crick 1995, Hart 
et al. 1994 and Leonidou 1995). The method that they usually adopt for studying is factor based 
approach. Data collected from a statistically significant number of users (businesses) is analyzed for 
arriving at conclusions. The context studied usually involves multiple users as against a service 
provider. Despite providing excellent insights into the export assistance phenomena, these studies 
provide little information about the medium used for delivering information. One of the authors 
interviewed managers at six Danish SMEs about export assistance for a university project to find that 
the delivery medium has changed from surface mail to telephone to fax to e-mails and eventually to 
the Internet (Sørensen & Rask, 2001).  

Businesses world over in general use the Internet as an interaction medium.  A recent study 
shows that 70% of the European SMEs had Internet access while 40% had a website (Foley, 2001). 
Unlike the traditional information delivery mediums such as surface mail, telephone and fax the 
Internet allows for instantaneous updates and online interaction. These unique characteristics plus the 
widespread access means that the export assistance can effectively be delivered over the Internet. In 
relation to this development we answer the following three questions; 

♦ To what extent have the national governments used the opportunities that the Internet provides 
for delivering export assistance?  

♦ How can we conceptualize this development for better analyzing Internet-based export 
assistance? 

♦ What implications would the Internet based export assistance have for research and for 
practice? 

The underlying rationale for our analysis is to inform the research community studying export 
assistance about the Internet related developments. We believe that the export assistance can be more 
effective and efficient when provided over the Internet than through the traditional delivery modes, 
which is what we highlight in this paper. It is for the researchers to understand the nature of this recent 
development so the effectiveness and efficiency of export assistance activity as a whole can be 
improved.  

 
Methodology 

Our work is conceptually different from that of the traditional export assistance research. We 
review the export assistance service providers instead of the users. It is the emergence of the Internet 
that has made our approach feasible. We reviewed the current state of 25 national export assistance 
web sites that were identified by Somasundaram and Lee (2001). The selected sites use English as the 
communication language for at least half of the sections. A large number of European web sites 
(French, Danish and German) had not used English hence they were excluded for review. This sole 
use of national language is a poor strategy because the national export assistance web pages are 
necessarily gateways for both national companies searching for foreign opportunities and foreign 
companies searching for national opportunities. We used a grounded theory approach for reviewing. 
We first identified the functionalities offered in a web site and used them reflexively to evaluate the 
second site and so on and so forth. By reflexively, we mean replacing the original functionality set 
with a refined set. Our final summary of the review is used for categorizing the web sites listed in the 
web sites categorization matrix that is enclosed below.  

 
Structure of the paper 

In answering the three questions, firstly, we summarize the results of our web sites review. 
Secondly, the effect of the Internet has been studied in areas such as Marketing (Hamill 1997) and 
economics (Bakos et al. 1993). We in this paper use Rask’s (2002) model about web marketing 



 - 3 -  

strategies for conceptualizing the Internet related developments associated with export assistance. 
Finally, we highlight the implications of providing export assistance over the Internet.  
 
Summary of our web sites review 

The quality of export assistance service provided by national governments over the Internet varies 
largely. The best site of all reviewed, Hong Kong Trade Development Council (HTDC) i) has active 
user participation with discussions in online forum ii) maintains dynamic information content iii) 
provides customized work spaces and virtual office facilities to its users and iv) earns money through 
expensive advertisement slots!. In contrast, the Ghanaian site has just limited static information 
content. The opportunities that the Internet offers are not best used by the Ghanaian government. Quite 

a few of the reviewed sites fall in 
the middle as it can be seen in the 
web sites categorization matrix 
(figure 1.0) conceptualized by 
Somasundaram and Lee (2001).  
The two axes of the 3 x 3 matrix 
are content quality and usage of 
Internet technologies. Each axis 
has three categories i) poor ii) 
moderately good and iii) good. 
These categories are arbitrarily 
defined. As the technology 
evolves, a quality that is 
considered as good today will be 
considered as lesser in the future.  

 
Those sites that are listed in 

cell eight and nine attempt to 
interact with their targeted 
audience. They as well a few 
others in cells five (e.g., 

Philippines and Jamaica) recognize that their sites have both domestic and international audience. 
Austrade, a very good site further classifies the domestic audience and targets sharply its services. If 
we are to extend previous conceptualizations made about export assistance, the Australian site for 
instance recognizes that businesses in different stages of internationalization have different 
information needs. Thus in response pathways are provided through HTML links directing visitors to 
the right spots. The Internet’s inherent interactive nature is used to present questionnaires to target 
audience who upon answering would automatically obtain a response. In general, services provided by 
sites in cells eight and nine include: 

i. Activity Information 
ii. Trade statistics Information /objective data 

iii. Exporters directory (Contact Information) 
iv. Online enquiry reception 
v. Event Information (e.g.) Trade fairs 

vi. Dynamic trade support information (e.g. currency rates) 
vii. Experiential/Marketing Intelligence Information 

Those sites listed in the cells two, four and five use the Internet mainly as a publishing medium. 
Objective data such as trade statistics; exporters’ list and country information is published in the site. 
The site then helps in reducing the administrative burden of responding back to the usual queries. An 
e-mail contact address is usually mentioned. We however do not have data about the extent of 
responsiveness of such organizations. The sites listed in cell one usually have a single page. The 
objective of maintaining such sites is unclear to us. The surface mail address and phone and fax – 
contact information is usually provided in such sites. 
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Figure 1. Export Promotion Web Sites Categorisation Matrix 
Somasundaram and Lee (2001) 
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Conceptualizing Internet based export assistance  
If one is to explain and analyze Internet based export assistance, it is important to conceptualize 

the activities nature. Instead of developing the conceptualization from the basics, we rely upon the 
work done in the area of Internet-based marketing. Internet-based marketing, which is similar to that 
of the Internet based export assistance, is about relating to customers for staying competitive. The 
customers for export assistance services are constituents of a particular region.  

Numerous authors have classified the strategies adopted by firms for web-marketing.  Many of 
these classifications are in terms of the technology that makes different types of interactions possible. 
For example, Quelch and Klein (1996) classify websites according to whether the website offers 
information, support, service, or transactions. Others have categorized websites according to whether 
they create Internet presence, provide content, or constitute an online storefront (Hoffman, Novak, & 
Chatterjee, 1995; Peters, 1998). If we instead focus on the possible level of interaction intensity 
offered by the site and the demands such interaction places on the internal organization of the firm, a 
website's interaction intensity is characterized by its primary purpose, which range from the Digital 
Brochure (minimal interaction) to the Digital Manual (moderate interaction) to the Digital Store 
(maximum interaction). A firm can follow several of these website strategies at the same time. In such 
a case, the dominant purpose is used to characterize the interaction type and Web strategy of the firm. 
Moving from the Brochure to the Manual to the Store stage entails an increasing intensity of 
interaction between the company’s website and its customers. To handle the rising degree of 
interaction intensity companies go through a learning process (Rask, 2002). 

We customize the ascending Brochure-Manual-Store classification to understand the nature of the 
Internet based export assistance. This classification is chosen as it well expresses the stages that an 
organization go through when developing Internet-based services in terms of interaction intensity. 

 
Table 1: Internet-based Export Assistance - Concepts for Awareness and Action 
 Brochure Manual Store 
Intensity of 

interaction 
Low Middle High 

Action Information Guidance Usage of service 
Expectation The user 

acquires information
Increase in user’s 

satisfaction with the export 
assistance organization 

The users the export 
assistance organizations 
services 

Result Increase the 
recognition of 
export assistance 
services 

The export assistance 
organization is not "far 
away" 

Service delivering 
opportunities are 
independent of 
geography 

Automation and 
Formalization 

Routine 
promotion in 
hypertext format 

Parts of the export 
assistance organizations 
company contact (except 
consultancy) 

Existing and new 
consultancy process 
focusing on service 
descriptions, delivering 
and ordering 

Adapted from Rask (2002) 
In table 1, “action, expectation and result” address the definition of the interaction type. 

“Automation and formalization” refer to the processes involving individuals within export assistance 
organization.  Table 1 shows that the three interaction types make very different demands on the 
export assistance organization: 

 When using the Brochure strategy, export assistance organization advertises the services that 
they offer over the net. The export assistance organization expects the users to pick up the message 
and hopes that customers will contact the export assistance organization enquiring about the service. 
The Ghana export promotion council for instance adopts a brochure strategy. The nature of the 
services provided by the organization is mentioned as “The Ghana Export Promotion Council (GEPC) 
is the public agency tasked with promoting Ghana's non-traditional products in international markets. 
The Council also provides private and government parties with a range of market information and 
statistical trade data services. Exporters receive business advisory services, product development 
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assistance and representation at major trade events.”(Source: http://www.exportghana.org/). In the 
web site categorization matrix, the site is categorized in the cell one (poor content quality and poor 
usage of Internet technologies) along with sites that represent countries such as Lesotho and Ethiopia. 

 When using the Manual strategy, the export assistance organization attempts to guide the users 
in self-utilization of the services that it provides over the web. The export assistance organization 
expects that Internet-based service guides would enhance the SME experience and engender a great 
deal of satisfaction with the export assistance organization and its services. In the traditional setting, 
export assistance process can be very resource intensive – demanding a lot of communication efforts 
and travel. The website relieves some of these pressures and thus allows the export assistance 
organization to project a wider presence without the user feeling that the export assistance 
organization is “far away”. The export assistance organization should coordinate and create added 
value by automating and formalizing the user contact processes. Mauritius Industrial Development 
Authority (MIDA - http://ncb.intnet.mu/mida/mnsme.htm) adopts such a strategy. The following are 
the highlights of the site  

 Enquiry forms are made available in the web using which MIDA can be contacted.  
 A directory of domestic businesses is maintained 
 Assistance available to SME’s is listed 
 Trade leads are published. 

In the web site categorization matrix, this site is listed in cell five (moderately good content 
quality and moderately good usage of Internet technologies) along with the sites that represent 
countries such as India, Nepal, Malta and Zimbabwe.                                           

 When using the Store strategy, the export assistance organization aims to persuade its users to 
use (or buy) their services fully from the Internet. The website of the export assistance organization is 
the store from which assistance services can be ordered and obtained. The organization provides 
extensive set of services, which is the digitalized version of the traditional and sometimes even 
provides services that are uniquely made possible by the Internet. Because of the digitalization of the 
service the export assistance organization is not constrained by its geographical location. Automation 
is possible if the existing and new consultancy process focusing on service descriptions, delivering and 
ordering can be formalized. The Australian (http://www.austrade.gov.au/home/) and Hong Kong 
(http://www.tdctrade.com/) web sites provide a comprehensive set of services which include: 

 Check list for self-analyzing the ability to export. 
 Virtual office 
 Real time information such as currency quotes and travel information 
 Online issue based forums.  

In the web site categorization matrix, the sites are listed under cells eight (good quality content 
and moderately good usage of Internet technology) and nine respectively (good quality content and 
good usage of Internet technology) along with sites representing USA and Canada.  

Should all export assistance organizations irrespective of encountering different external 
conditions aim to provide the store strategy? External conditions here denote the rate of Internet 
penetration and the priorities that the export assistance organization faces. We argue against solely 
aiming for the store strategy. The assistance requirements of firms in developing countries and less 
developed countries are different from that of the developed. The former set primarily requires 
assistance in the form of capability building/indirect assistance (Diamantopoulos et al., 1993) for 
developing products and services of global standards. The latter on the other hand require export 
facilitation assistance to commercialize their products. The rate of Internet penetration as well is a 
factor that is to be taken into consideration. For instance, it would not be appropriate for a country 
with low levels of Internet penetration to invest in a store strategy targeting domestic users. Thus, a 
web strategy that synergizes with the operations of the service provider should be chosen.  

 
Implications of Internet based export assistance for practice 

In this section, we highlight the implications that the Internet has in export assistance in four 
instances. Under each instance, we summarize relevant discussions and then present the implication 
that the use of the Internet can cause.  
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Export assistance targeting 
Those engaged in exporting can be segmented using various dimensions. The most common 

dimension used for segmentation is export experience (Crick, 1995). Firm size (Katsikeas & Morgan, 
1994) and ethnicity (Crick & Chaudhry, 2000) are two other dimensions used for segmentation. In 
these studies researchers find that the assistance requirements of different segments vary. For instance, 
Crick et al. (1994) find that small firms are more interested in information about potential entry 
barriers whereas large firms are more interested in competition related information in foreign markets. 
Hence, providing a generic service to a geographic population is found to be ineffective. Instead, the 
researchers recommend customized delivery of export assistance. This however is a complex activity 
for segments are not static in nature. With time, firms for instance grow in size and gain export 
experience. This process affects their perception of export assistance (Crick, 1997). Thus, an export 
assistance organization should constantly take this dynamics into account to consistently provide 
effective targeted export assistance.  

When the assistance service is delivered over the Internet medium, the dynamics associated with 
user targeting paradigmatically changes. For example, in the Austrade website hyperlinks are used to 
direct users with different export experiences to different sets of information. Unlike the traditional 
where the service provider is blamed for ineffective targeting, in the Internet age the onus for the 
targeting activity is shared between the users and service providers. While the service provider has the 
responsibility to recognize the existence of different target segments and to publish the assistance 
information that they require, the users are expected to regularly look for updates and provide feed 
back on the effectiveness of assistance services. Thus a shift from a traditional push strategy towards 
a pull strategy can be noticed (Turban, King, Lee, Warketin, & Chung, 2002). 

 
Increasing assistance program awareness 

A problem that has been quoted many times in the assistance literature is about customers’ lack of 
awareness about the export assistance services (Chaudhry & Crick, 1998). Crick and Czinkota (1995) 
in their study found that a large percentage of the firms were unaware of the assistance programs that 
were on offer. They could recollect only a few of the offered services, which however did not mean 
that the services were useful. The service providers assumed this recollection as an acknowledgement 
of the service’s usefulness. Hence, they continued to provide the same old services. This resulted in 
the static nature of service delivery and reception. When enquired about the efforts undertaken to 
inform users about the services offered, the service providers mentioned that their invitation to obtain 
free information on assistance services got a response rate that is less that 0.5%. The reason for this 
lackluster can be attributed to the low perceived quality of export assistance information. McAuley 
(1993) studied the utility of export information sources in the UK context in which export assistance 
services were ranked seventh and above.  Diamantapoulos et al. (1993) explain that by actually using 
an assistance activity one develops expectations about the quality of service. Hence, a bad experience 
would directly affect the expectation that one has about the assistance activity. Thus, improving the 
effectiveness of the services would indirectly influence the use of an assistance service. 

Assistance programs are advertised in many web sites such as that of the United States of America 
(http://www.usatrade.gov/) and that of India (http://www.indiatradepromotion.org/). However, the 
Internet cannot only be used to publicize an assistance program but can also be used to interact with 
the potential audience for developing the program itself. Internet technologies can be used to monitor 
the extent to which an assistance service has been accessed (Smith & Culkin, 2001). This monitoring 
information can be used to improve the effectiveness of export assistance services. Additionally, the 
service provider can invite the users to participate in a forum discussion for obtaining feedback about 
the perceived quality of the services.  Thus, the Internet can be used to increase the awareness and use 
of export assistance programs.  
 
Facilitating market intelligence sharing 

Souchon and Diamantopoulos (1999) categorize export information acquisition modes under three 
categories i) export marketing research ii) export assistance and iii) export market intelligence. The 
first denotes formal, systematic and objective research that usually is carried out by specialized market 
research agencies. The second, which is the focus of this paper, is provided by official bodies such as 
banks or governments. The third is an informal experiential approach that includes collecting 
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information from one’s networking partners. Extensive research done about export assistance has 
consistently shown that businesses consider export intelligence/experiential knowledge as having 
higher utility value than the other acquisition modes (Hart et al., 1994; McAuley, 1993; Reid, 1984; 
Walters, 1983). Usually, this find is followed by suggestions to improve the effectiveness of export 
assistance services. However, Reid (1984) suggests that assistance services be provided through 
communities such as trade associations in which market intelligence is exchanged.  

A part of the export assistance web site can be used to host interactions among a community of 
people with common interest (Hagel & Armstrong, 1997; Kim, 2000). The Hong Kong Trade 
Development site hosts a SME forum to share experiences and views on Internationalization. In the 
forum there are communities of Interest such as those interested in issues related to WTO, tax and 
customs. With regular postings the forum is active. Thus, export assistance organizations can use the 
Internet to facilitate market intelligence sharing! 

 
From an expense oriented activity towards a profit-oriented activity!   

Export promotion of which export assistance is a part is an expense-oriented activity. The overseas 
trade services 1995/96 annual report highlights export promotion expense to be approximately £224.7 
million. Such spending creates a relatively small £3.5 million as revenue (Crick & Chaudhry, 2000). 
In the present times, there is pressure on governments to reduce their expenditures and withdraw from 
areas in which they do not have a role.  Is it possible to reduce the expenditures on export assistance 
while maintaining similar quality of service and make it as a profit making activity? (Samiee, 1998)  

The case of Hong Kong proves that it is possible to obtain revenues from private organizations 
and use it for providing better quality service. The site offers very high quality dynamic content using 
state of the art technologies. Unlike the other web sites, since 1996 it has a sourcing guide introducing 
Hong Kong products to the international community. This guide is claimed to have 300,000 hits a day. 
Around 8000 domestic companies are registered in the market place by paying a sum of at least $138 a 
month. Additionally, the organization runs a magazine advertising in its cover costs as much as 
$41,000. The subscription rate for the magazine costs around $2000 a year. It can be assumed that the 
site is earning revenues that contribute fully or partly to the expenditure of maintaining the web site. 
Thus, uniquely the site has successfully pooled together the users and has used their resources to build 
and maintain the infrastructure. The site claims that 80% of the visitors in the sourcing guide part of 
the site are prospective buyers. This case shows that export assistance can move from expense-
oriented activity to a profit-oriented activity! 

 
Implications of Internet based export assistance for the research community 

Traditionally, researchers have studied a set of users as against a service provider. They try to 
explain such as SME’s awareness, small businesses motives for exporting (Crick & Chaudhry, 1997), 
non-exporter’s perceptions of export barriers (Leonidou, 1995) and the users perception of export 
information sources (McAuley, 1993; Walters, 1983). The study is usually conducted within a country 
or a region. However, the work of Crick and Czinkota (Crick & Czinkota, 1995) uses the work done in 
the US then in the past to compare the results that they obtained from a study conducted in the UK. 
The authors recognize the limitations of this method. The regions that have most often been studied 
are the United States of America and the United Kingdom.  For analyzing the data statistic techniques 
are predominantly used.  

Traditionally, it was not feasible to study the activities of multiple service providers. Such studies, 
if they had been conducted, would have helped in developing the best practices. The recent Internet 
related developments make such studying possible. Using the accumulated export assistance 
knowledge, one can analyze the services provided by multiple export assistance sites. The work of 
Somasundaram and Lee (2001) is an example of such. The methodology for conducting such research 
is certainly not as reliable as that of statistic techniques. However, the understanding of global export 
assistance practices that such studying makes possible overshadows the drawbacks. We argue that it 
would become inevitable to study the providing of Internet based export assistance. For instance, if an 
explanation is provided for the success of the Hong Kong web site, the other organizations could 
benefit from it. Hence there is a need to start the research method evolution for conducting such 
studies (Jones, 1998). We view this paper as playing a small role in the evolution process.  
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Conclusion 
Export assistance is increasingly being offered over the Internet. We in this paper have aimed to 

document these developments, present a conceptual model for analyzing these developments and 
highlight the implications that the Internet based export assistance would have for both practice and 
for research community. We believe that those who have been studying export assistance are well 
suited to study the impact that the recent Internet related developments. As this area is just emerging 
there are enormous research opportunities. Thanks to the Internet, just as export assistance users have 
been analyzed and understood for more than a decade, now there is an opportunity to understand the 
export assistance service providers. We sincerely hope that the research community would find this 
emerging area as interesting and pursue studying this area further.  
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34. http://www.exportjamaica.org/ -Jamaica’s  exporters association.   

 

 

 


