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This study investigates whether the strategies of high performing 
exporter firms differ from those pursued by low performing firms.  
Data were obtained from a survey of managers of 60 firms in 
Tanzania, an underdeveloped country.  The study makes three 
broad contributions to our understanding of export causal 
relationships:  (a) the findings are both at variance and in 
conformity with existing theory.  (b) The findings are different 
because only a few of the strategy factors are tied significantly to 
export performance.  This is explained in terms of the ‘‘unsettled’’, 
undeveloped industrial structures and inward looking strategies, all 
of which seem to reduce the explanatory power of conventional trade 
theories.  (c) The findings are similar in the sense that although 
many of the strategy variables are not tied significantly to 
performance, most were nevertheless in the hypothesized direction or 
could be explained by alternative hypotheses.  This implies that 
factors affecting export performance may be universal.   
 
 This paper reports the findings of an empirical study on 
strategy factors associated with the export performance of 
manufacturing firms in Tanzania.  It adds insight into our 
understanding of export activities of companies from an 
underdeveloped economy.  The investigation centers upon whether 
the strategies of high performing exporter firms differ from those 
pursued by low performing ones.  The aim is to compare the 
findings with direction suggested by theory and the empirical 
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literature.  Based on the findings from the literature reviewed and 
the field study, broad conclusions are attempted.  The findings and 
conclusions should enhance cross-cultural understanding of export 
behavior. 
 Tanzania has been experiencing a persistent balance of 
trade deficit since the late 1970s (Table 1).  The unfavorable gap 
between exports and imports is a result of sluggish export growth 
compared with a rapid rise in imports.  When this deficit as 
percentage of GDP is high (as was 45% in 1991) it means that 
changes in the deficit would have substantial effect on the 
performance of the whole economy. 
 Tanzania’s chronic balance of payments deficit is made up 
by donor assistance and borrowing, resulting in an unsustainable 
external debt burden.  The adverse imbalance between exports and 
imports creates a precarious situation.  Lack of donor or borrowed 
foreign exchange would restrict the import capacity of the country 
which in turn would constrain the productive capacity by denying 
industry and agriculture the necessary inputs such as raw materials, 
spare parts, fuel and fertilizers.  This would cause a low production 
of final consumer goods which are incentive goods in the 
agricultural sector, the country’s main foreign exchange earner. 
 It goes without saying that there is a need to reverse this 
unfavorable trend.  The search for ways to improve the 
performance of the export sector is a major policy debate issue in 
Tanzania today.  This paper is therefore well placed to make a 
contribution to the on-going debate as well as adding to the much 
needed literature on cross-cultural business. 
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Table 1:  Foreign Trade Balance (Millions US$) 

 
Year  Exports Imports Trade 

Balance 
Trade Balance 
as % of GDP 

1978 476.7532 1142.597 -665.844 -17.9% 
1979 546.8293 1106.463 -559.634 -14.2% 
1980 508.0488 1257.073 -749.024 -16.4% 
1981 579.1566 1210.482 -631.325 -11.9% 
1982 433.2258 924.3011 -491.075 -9.3% 
1983 384.6847 799.7297 -415.045 -7.9% 
1984 284.6405 630.915 -346.275 -7.8% 
1985 243.7714 873.6 -629.829 -12.9% 
1986 346.422 935.0765 -588.655 -17.2% 
1987 287.9005 922.8616 -634.961 -27.3% 
1988 272.3263 813.9778 -541.652 -18.9% 
1989 0.35564 988.5782 -988.223 -28.0% 
1990 330.8308 697.9026 -367.072 -17.9% 
1991 345.5504 1554.089 -1208.54 -45.0% 

* * * * * 
1996 761.7 1,212.6 -450.90 -7% 
1997 752.6 1148.0 -395.4 -5% 
1998 588.5 1382.1 -793.6 -9% 
1999 543.3 1415.4 -872.1 -10% 
2000 663.3 1367.6 -704.3 -8% 
2001 851.3 1560.3 -709 -7% 
2002 979.6 1511.3 -531.7 -5% 
2003 1216.1 1933.5 -717.4 -7% 
2004 1473.1 2339.7 -866.6 -8% 
2005 1676.3 2661.5 -985.2 -8% 
2006 3187.5 8298.9 -1923.9 -15% 

* Data are not available from 1992 to 1995. 

Sources:  Bank of Tanzania, Economic and Operations Report, Various 
Issues; Tanzania Balance of Payments (2006). 
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1 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 The aim of this section is to develop a model to help provide 
a theoretical framework within which to conduct the study in a 
systematic manner.  In accomplishing this, first, the essential features 
to the literature on relationship between export strategy and export 
performance are reviewed.  Second, based on the literature search, a 
model of export performance determination is developed.  The 
literature on export strategy may be seen as tackling three distinct 
themes:  definitional aspects of strategy, measurement of 
performance and the link between export strategy and export 
performance. 
 
1.1 Business Strategies 
 There is no uniformly accepted definition of business 
strategy.  One attempt has it that business strategies are 
management’s scope and resource commitments to achieve long-
run success (Hofer & Schendel, 1978).  This definition is perhaps 
too broad for guiding empirical investigation.  Another attempt 
says that strategy is concerned with product-market selection 
(Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1985).  “Product-market strategy” is a 
term used to describe all the decisions an organization makes about 
its target markets and the products it offers to those markets.  The 
use of the word “strategy” is important, for it implies a chosen 
route to a defined goal and suggests long-term planning (Wills, 
Kennedy, Cheese & Rushton, 2006).  This is quite different from 
“tactical” activities, which are used to achieve short-term 
objectives by gaining immediate results.  Product-market strategy 
represents a decision about the current and future direction of the 
organization. 
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 In one empirical study, the author (Maurel, 2009) 
operationalized the strategy variable by picking the following test 
variables from the extant literature:  the marketing mix, product 
adaptation, the choice between geographical diversification or 
concentration, niche marketing and relationship between the 
exporter and his business partners. 
 The two definitions and the empirical study above suggest 
that there are an infinite number of strategies that are open to an 
organization.  However it has been argued that all strategies can be 
classified into four generic strategies (Porter, 1980) that provide a 
meaningful basis for strategic thinking:  cost leadership, 
differentiation, focus, and stuck in the middle.  Cost leadership is a 
business strategy that emphasizes efficiency, so as to achieve cost 
advantage relative to competitors (Sharma, 2004).  Differentiation 
is a strategy that requires a firm to be unique according to one or 
more business dimensions (Parker & Helms, 1992), such as on 
product, brand image, innovations or advertising.  The focus strategy 
concentrates on a narrow segment and attempts to achieve either a cost 
advantage or differentiation within that segment.  These generic 
strategies are not necessarily compatible with one another.  For example, 
if a firm differentiates itself by supplying very high quality products, it 
risks undermining that quality if it seeks to become a cost leader as well.  
For this reason, Michael Porter argued that, to be successful over the 
long-term, a firm must select only one of the three generic strategies.  
Otherwise, the firm will be “stuck in the middle” and will not achieve a 
competitive advantage.  
 Our conceptualization of export strategy in this study is 
guided mainly by the product-market definition.  In particular, 
strategy is seen as the selection of the right markets and then 
applying the right marketing mix (products, promotion, 
distribution and price). 
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1.2 Export Performance Measurement 
 There is no generally accepted criterion for measuring 
export performance.  The literature shows that studies have used 
two different approaches to measuring export performance.  The 
first approach divides firms into exporters and non-exporters.  The 
main objective of studies that use the exporter-non-exporter 
dichotomy (Burton & Schlegelmilch, 1987; Cavusgil & Nevin, 
1981; Daniels & Goyburo, 1977) has been to develop an 
understanding of the characteristics that differentiate the two 
groups.  The most popular statistical methods used for achieving 
this objective have been chi-square analysis, discriminant analysis 
and automatic interaction detection.  An underlying problem with 
the exporter-non-exporter approach is the assumption that 
exporting per se is a successful action in its own right.  The method 
does not recognize that organizations pursue export for the benefits 
associated with increased growth and profitability (Aaby & Slater, 
1989).  The results from studies using this approach could reflect 
strategies of marginally successful exporters, because they are 
likely to out-number the highly successful exporters.  
 The second approach captures a firm’s export performance 
using some more meaningful indicators of success.  This approach 
reflects an improvement over the categorical approach.  In this 
group of studies, export performance has typically been measured 
using a single indicator.  The most popular indicators are export 
intensity, defined as export sales as a percent of total sales 
(Boughhanmi, Al-Mandheri Al-Oufi & Omezzine, 2007; Garnier, 
1982; Fenwick & Amine, 1979); export profitability (Christensen, 
da Rocha & Gertner, 1987; Bilkey, 1982, 1978); and export 
growth rate (Edmunds & Khoury, 1986; Kirpalani & MacIntosh, 
1980). The export intensity and export growth indicators are 
preferred to the more direct profit intensity, because most firms are 
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reluctant to reveal their profit figures (Boughhanmi, et al. 2007).  
The most popular analytic techniques utilized by these studies are 
multiple regression and analysis of variance.  Despite this 
improvement, however, there is evidence that export performance 
is a multifaceted construct and cannot be captured by a single indi-
cator (Lee & Yang, 1990; Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Walters & 
Samiee, 1990; Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1985; Reid, 1982).  
 In this study, the export intensity indicator of performance 
is used.  The data collected did not permit use of an additional 
measure, export growth, because most firms surveyed were 
reluctant to go back into their files to dig out sales data for 
previous years.  Admittedly, the percent of sales exported is based 
on the assumption that firms strive to increase the proportion of sales 
exported.  This ratio is of major relevance to a national export 
promoter who seeks to initiate and expand export sales, regardless of 
their profitability.  It is of little significance to an individual firm 
whose interest is export profitability and not volume or proportion.  
However, according to one view (Hirsch, 1971:17), while the two 
objectives do not necessarily coincide, they do not conflict.  Firms 
that find exporting profitable can be expected to expand the 
proportion of sales exported.  Therefore, while the two objectives do 
not coincide, they can be expected to move in more or less the same 
direction.  It appears, therefore, that this ratio may not pose a serious 
limitation on validity.  This view is corroborated by one study (Dess 
& Robinson, 1984), which found that, though the various 
measurement approaches exhibit some drawbacks, there is 
evidence that the findings do not significantly produce different 
conclusions. 
 
1.3 Export Strategy and Export Performance Literature 
 Past research into export marketing performance has 
identified and tested a myriad of elements of strategy factors.  The 
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review that follows focuses on those strategy variables relating to 
the product-market approach, namely choice of markets and 
selection of appropriate marketing mix.  A reader interested in 
extensive reviews of export determinants in general is referred to 
Ford & Leonidou (1991), Aaby & Slater (1989), Madsen (1987), 
and Bilkey (1978). 
 

1.3.1 Export Market Selection and Export Performance 
 Perhaps the first logical step in a company pursuing 
product-market strategy is market selection, which is the choice of 
which countries to export to and which customer segments to serve 
in the chosen countries.  Two market selection constructs have 
been used in empirical studies:  exporting to industrialized 
countries vs. LDCs and market concentration.  Market 
concentration refers to exporting to a few countries only, as 
opposed to market spreading or exporting to many countries.  The 
following findings have been reported in empirical studies in 
regard to these two constructs: 

(a) First, two studies found that higher growth exporters place 
relatively greater reliance on industrialized markets, while 
slow growth exporters place greater emphasis on Least 
Developed Country markets (Christensen, da Rocha & 
Gertner, 1987; Denis & Depelteau, 1985).  
(b) Second, one study (Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1985) found 
that exporters with world orientation (i.e., negative marketing 
concentration), as opposed to reliance on a nearest neighbor, 
realize greater growth rates in exports.  
(c) While one study found the degree of market concentration 
to correlate negatively with export profitability (Airaksinen, 
1982), another reports a positive correlation with export 
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profitability, but a negative one with export growth (Jung, 
1984).  

The empirical results on the relationship between export market 
selection strategy and export performance are clearly 
contradictory. 
 

1.3.2 Products Served and Export Performance 
 The next logical step in the product-market strategy 
concept is deciding on attributes (number, quality, design and 
adaptation) of the product(s) that will be served in the chosen 
markets.  The following is a summary of the main findings: 
(a) The relationships between the number of products exported 
and product adaptation with export performance are not clear.  
While one study (Kirpalani & MacIntosh, 1980) shows that 
companies with narrow product lines achieve higher levels of 
performance, another study of Brazilian firms (Christensen, da 
Rocha & Gertner, 1987) found that companies with multiple 
product lines are more successful in their export activities.  In 
regard to adaptation, while one study (Christensen, da Rocha & 
Gertner, 1987) found that the standard product is more successful, 
two other studies (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Kirpalani & MacIntosh, 
1980) found a positive relationship between adapting products to 
suit local market conditions and export performance.  
(b) Many researchers (Burton & Schlegelmilch, 1987; 
McGuiness & Little, 1981; Cavusgil & Nevin, 1981) report that 
product strength as measured in terms of product quality, product 
design and unique product attributes are positively associated 
(sometimes strongly) with export performance although some 
(Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1985; Kirpalani & MacIntosh, 1980) do 
not find any association.  A review of 17 studies (Madsen, 1987) 
showed that there is enough evidence to conclude that the effect is 
positive. 
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 The third and perhaps last step in the product-market 
strategy concept is deciding on the remaining elements of the 
marketing mix:  Price, Promotion and Distribution. 
 

1.3.3 Price Competitiveness 
 The concept of price competitiveness (relatively lower 
price) has produced mixed results in empirical studies giving three 
different sets of contradictory findings.  The first set of studies 
(Bilkey, 1982, 1985) found that export price competitiveness and 
performance are negatively associated.  Specifically, Bilkey found 
that charging a high export price as compared to domestic price 
was positively correlated with export profitability.  The second set 
of studies (Kirpalani & MacIntosh, 1980; Fenwick & Amine, 
1979; Khan, 1978) found a positive relationship between price 
competitiveness and performance.  The third set of studies (Moser 
& Topritzhofer, 1979, as quoted in Madsen, 1987; Hirsch, 1971) 
did not find any association. 
 

1.3.4 Promotion Intensity and Export Performance 
 According to Madsen (1987), in many studies where 
promotion intensity is included, it has been found to be positively 
associated with export performance when the number of personal 
visits in the foreign market is used as an indicator.  With regard to 
other elements of promotion, however, the findings are less clear.  
For example, the indicator “degree of advertising” is found to be 
uncorrelated with performance (Cunningham & Spigel, 1971; 
Moser & Topritzhofer, 1979).  The main lesson here is that it is 
advisable to have a good personal contact with the export market.  
According to Madsen (1987), personal contact is the single most 
important element of export promotion policy, because it is an 
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efficient way of overcoming buyer uncertainty and cultural 
differences. 
 

1.3.5 Distribution 
 According to Aaby & Slater (1989), distribution, delivery 
and service are perceived to be important export success factors in 
all fifteen firms that employed this variable and were reviewed by 
the authors.  In addition, use of intermediaries was found to be 
directly related to export performance in six studies (Yaprak, 1985; 
Bello & Williamson, 1985; Rosson & Ford, 1982; Bilkey, 1982; 
Gronhaug & Lorenzen, 1982; Rabino, 1980) reviewed by the same 
authors. 
 Other researchers found that cooperation with domestic 
firms (Moser & Topritzhofer, 1979) or foreign firms (Hirsch, 
1971) is positively associated with export performance.  The 
authors interpret that these results as probably more valid for 
smaller rather than larger firms.  They concluded that “effective 
use of agents” is a much more critical success factor for small 
firms than for large ones.  This conclusion is consistent with the 
finding of Cunningham & Spigel (1971) that size of company is a 
moderating variable on impact of strategy on performance. 
 Another concept used in the literature is on channel support 
and the findings in most cases turn out to be positively associated 
with export performance.  A study of dyads between 42 Canadian 
manufacturers and English distributors (Rosson & Ford, 1982) 
produced one interesting finding:  that contact and resource 
intensity with a distributor is positively associated with export 
sales.  These findings suggest the importance of closeness in 
reducing the distance between manufacturer and distributor in 
leading to enhanced performance.  In addition, Bilkey (1982) 
reports that the optimal amount of dealer support (similar to the 
Rosson and Ford intensity measure) varies according to both the 
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type of product/market and the country to which the product is 
exported.  However, Bilkey notes an overall tendency that the 
greater the amount of dealer support, the greater the perceived 
relative profitability of exporting.  The two studies are therefore 
seen to support each other’s conclusion.  
 These studies provided valuable methodological ideas which 
helped in the shaping of this study.  The purpose of the present study 
is to build on and extend the previous studies by evaluating the 
association of export strategy and export performance of firms in a 
developing country environment. 
 

2 A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
 An analytical model that provides a framework for the 
study is constructed as shown in Figure 1.  The model borrows its 
concepts from economics, management and marketing in an 
eclectic manner.  In the model, the export performance that a firm 
attains is conceptualized as a joint function of both macro and 
micro level factors. 
 
2.1 Macro-Micro Level Factors 
 Macro factors exert a general influence and thus constitute 
the environment or external factors of a firm.  More specifically, 
macro factors consist of the characteristics of the international 
business environment, those of the country in which the firm 
operates, and those of the industry of which it is a member.  It is 
generally accepted that almost all macro factors are uncontrollable, 
at least to most firms.  Some are controllable, however, from a 
public policy perspective; these include infrastructure, export 
promotion and domestic export barriers.  The factors over which a 
country has no control include the international economic 
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conditions and trade barriers in foreign markets.  The controllable 
macro factors are more useful to a public policy-maker, because 
the nation can influence them more easily.  In other words, firms 
can do little if anything about the macro-environment; the only 
way they can exhibit any kind of control is at the aggregate 
(industry) level. 
 

Figure 1:  A Model of Export Performance 
 

Macro – Uncontrollable 
 

   

 Macro – Controllable 
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 Micro factors exert a specific influence and thus constitute 
the internal factors of a firm.  More specifically, micro factors consist 
of characteristics of the firm itself, that is, its strategy, its structure 
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and those of its management team.  Micro factors are considered 
more or less controllable at the level of the individual firm. 
 
2.2 Export Causation 
 The macro and micro factors are thought to operate at 
different successive stages in the export causal process.  Favorable 
macro factors are thought to be preconditions for exporting; but 
whether a firm actually exports or not depends on the micro level 
factors, where important decisions affecting export success or 
failure are made.  These factors include strategies used, orga-
nizational structures created to carry out and formulate new strate-
gies, and the caliber of the export management. 
 If export performance is depicted graphically (Figure 2), 
the role of the macro factors is to determine the Y-intercept, while 
the role of the micro factors (strategy, structure, management) can 
be thought of as determining the slope of the curve.  The role of 
the macro factors (effect is pervasive) is to raise or lower overall 
export performance for a large number of firms.  In other words, 
given the same combination of strategy, structure and management 
factors, a favorable macro environment raises overall export 
performance, while unfavorable environment lowers overall export 
performance. 
 This conceptualization is not entirely new.  The macro-micro di-
chotomy is well established in economics.  Its implication in 
export marketing is that, to boost exports, efforts must be directed 
at both levels of export determination.  However, at the micro 
level, the introduction of management as a third micro explanatory 
variable after strategy and structure in the well-known Strategy-
Structure model may be considered unconventional.  Certainly, 
management is part of company structure as captured in the 
0-structure of Thorelli’s (1977) model.  The elevation of man-
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agement into a separate factor in its own right, in this study, is 
based on the proposition that management is different from all 
previous factors, namely the environment, strategy and structure 
that are essentially inanimate.  Management is a more animate 
micro factor that may provide useful indications of export 
performance.  In addition, evidence from the field of business 
policy indicates that a good manager possessing creative and 
proactive aptitude is probably the best asset that a company may 
have (Thompson & Strickland, 1983:2-3).  This observation is 
consistent with Bilkey’s (1978) finding that the quality of 
management may be the most important determinant of export 
success. 
 

Figure 2:  The Macro-Micro Dichotomy and Export 
Determination 
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 Strategy, Structure, Management 
 This study is concerned with the micro factors that can be 



Volume 11 (2008-09)  Export Performance of Firms  48 
 
 
 
 

 

controlled from the point of view of a single firm.  As illustrated in 
Table 2, our prime concern is with variables in the third quadrant and 
focusing on strategy. 
 

Table 2: The Macro-Micro Dichotomy 
 
  Controllable Uncontrollable 
Macro 1. Taxation, Infrastructure, 

Domestic export barriers. 
2. World economic 
growth, trade barriers 
by other countries. 

Micro 3. Strategy, Structure, 
Management 

4. Competition 

Source: Adapted from Albernathy, Clark & Kantrow (1983:4) 
 
2.3 Identification of Variables for Measurement  
 Three conceptualizations or theories most concerned with 
explaining business performance are used to help in the identification 
of variables for measurement and suggest their hypothesized 
behavior.  The concepts or theories come from the fields of 
marketing, economics and international business; they are the 
Marketing Concept, Economic Theory and the Components of 
Export Strategy by Cavusgil. 
 

2.3.1 The Marketing Concept 
 The marketing concept dictates that firms should practice 
segmentation of markets and adaptation of the marketing mix in 
order to best serve the needs and wants of customers.  This calls for 
adaptation of the marketing program to suit local market conditions, 
but of course after taking cost into consideration. 
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  According to some authors, benefits should accrue to firms 
that adapt their marketing program, because customers are attracted 
to firms that come nearest to satisfying their needs (Abell & 
Hammond, 1979: 398), and it involves concentration of resources for 
best prospects (Paliwoda, 1986:53).  It follows that firms that elect a 
market segmentation strategy and adaptation of marketing mix 
tactics can be expected to outperform those that do not. 
 

2.3.2 Economic Theory 
 Economic theory (as proposed by Adam Smith, 1776; 
improved by Jeremy Bentham, 1781; and refined by Alfred 
Marshall, 1890) postulates that man is bent on maximizing his utility 
and does this by carefully calculating the consequences of any 
purchase.  Purchasing decisions are therefore considered to be 
mainly rational economic calculations, intended to maximize 
satisfaction according to one’s tastes and relative prices.
 Economic theory suggests a number of behavioral 
hypotheses (Kotler, 1965) many of which are relevant to the 
marketing mix and our current study: 

(a) Lowering the price of an item will increase its sales. 
(b) When prices of substitute products are lowered, the sales of 

the original item will decrease. 
(c) When prices of complementary products are lowered, sales   

of the original item will increase. 
(d) The higher the real income of consumers in general, the 

higher the sales of an individual product, provided that it is 
not an “inferior” good. 

(e) The greater the promotion effort, the higher the sales. 
(f) The greater the distribution intensity, the higher the sales. 
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2.3.3 The Components of Export Strategy 
 According to Cavusgil (1983), export marketing strategy is 
a construct that can be reduced to four components:  basic 
company offering, contractual link with foreign distributors/agents, 
export promotion and pricing considerations.  These components 
are basically the export marketing mix.  Further, Cavusgil & Zou 
(1994) (1) propose a conceptual framework of export marketing 
strategy and performance; (2) propose a 13-item research 
instrument for measuring the export marketing strategy construct; 
and (3) empirically test the framework by path analysis.  
 
2.4 Conceptual and Operational Hypotheses 
 Drawing on the scholarship of the marketing concept, 
economic theory and Cavusgil’s export strategy framework and 
intuition, a broad or conceptual hypothesis was formulated.  The 
export performance that a firm achieves is associated with the kind 
of strategy a firm elects to follow, in particular the choice of product-
markets and marketing mix decisions.  This conceptual hypothesis 
was broken down into more specific operational hypotheses or 
variables for measurement as shown below:  
 
Product Market Choice 
Hypothesis 1:  Export performance is positively associated with the 
number of markets served. 
Hypothesis 2:  Export performance is positively associated with the 
number of products offered. 
Hypothesis 3:  Export performance is negatively associated with the 
number of competitors. 
Hypothesis 4:  Export performance is positively associated with the 
sale industrial products. 
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Marketing Mix:  Product and Package Adaptation 
Hypothesis 5:  Export performance is positively associated with the 
extent of product adaptation. 
Hypothesis 6:  Export performance is positively associated with 
extent of package adaptation. 
 
Marketing Mix:  Quality, Price and Promotion 
Hypothesis 7:  Export performance is positively associated with 
relative product quality. 
Hypothesis 8:  Export performance is positively associated with 
price attractiveness. 
Hypothesis 9:  Export performance is positively associated with 
promotional intensity. 
 

3 METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 Study Sites 
 The data used in this study were based on a survey of firms 
located in eight towns of Tanzania.  The choice of the towns was 
based on two criteria:  the first was industrial importance and the 
second was proximity to the industrially important towns.  Using the 
criterion of industrial importance, four of the largest towns were 
selected.  These were Dar es Salaam, Tanga, Mwanza, and Arusha.  
Dar es Salaam, which has about 60 percent of the nation’s registered 
manufacturing exporters, is easily the manufacturing capital, as well 
as the administrative and cultural focal point of the country.  No 
study relating to manufacturing can be complete without it.  Tanga, 
Mwanza, and Arusha are the second, third, and fourth largest towns 
and together contain about 25 percent of the country’s registered 
manufacturing exporters.  Using the criterion of proximity to the 
large towns, four smaller towns were included in the study.  They are 
Morogoro, Zanzibar (near Dar es Salaam), Moshi (near Arusha), and 
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Musoma (near Mwanza).  The eight towns contained about 93 
percent of all registered manufacturing exporters in the country as 
per Tanzania Export Directory (Board of External Trade, 2003). 
 
3.2 Research Design 
 The research design adopted was descriptive rather than 
exploratory or experimental and quantitative rather than 
qualitative.  The design was descriptive as opposed to exploratory, 
because the author had prior knowledge about the phenomenon 
being studied from theory and the empirical literature and as such 
the study rested on a number of specific hypotheses or statements 
that guided the research in a specific direction. 
 A quantitative rather than qualitative design was chosen, 
because the researcher elected to conduct a study that would 
demonstrate a high degree of objectivity.  It was therefore decided 
to carry out a survey study rather than a case study.  Because many 
cases are involved in a survey, the analysis used techniques 
adapted to mass data, where each individual respondent tends to 
lose its identity.  The advantage of a survey lies in the objectivity 
with which the analysis can be made.  Averages and percentages 
can be computed.  This permits one to make more accurate 
generalizations.  The tendency in case studies is to jump to general 
conclusions from a few sample cases that may or may not be 
typical of the universe under investigation.  A properly selected 
sample for a survey study, because it involves more cases, is apt to 
be typical of the universe. 
 
3.3 The Sample 
 Two difficulties did not allow the sample to be selected on a 
stratified random basis, as was initially planned.  The first is lack 
of complete and up-to-date listing of firms in the Tanzania Export 
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Directory.  The second is that, after a brief survey experience in 
Dar es Salaam, it was found that a large number of registered 
exporters on the list had stopped exporting some years previously.  
To deal with the problem, all exporters known to the central and 
local trade officials were identified and surveyed.  They in turn 
were requested to identify exporters known to them (snowballing).  
Finally, based on the sampling frame, as many firms as possible were 
visited with the aim of locating exporting ones.  Under these 
conditions, it is not possible to establish statistically how 
representative the sample firms were in the eight towns surveyed.  
Nevertheless, since a careful attempt was made to include in the 
study all known exporters, it is believed that a large proportion of 
the exporters may have been captured by this approach.  The 
inability to follow the rules of random sampling may therefore not 
pose severe problems of validity. 
 
3.4 Development of Instrument 
 Primary data were gathered by using questionnaires.  A draft 
questionnaire was discussed with the Director General of the Board 
of External Trade, who in turn solicited written comments from four 
senior members of his staff.  On the basis of these comments, two 
types of revision were indicated:  the need to eliminate redundant 
questions and the desirability of introducing additional variables to 
reflect the realities of business conditions in Tanzania.  After pre-
testing the revised questionnaire on a few exporters in Dar es 
Salaam, more changes of an editorial nature were made to remove 
typographical errors and to improve readability, without materially 
altering the content of the instrument.   
 The questionnaire used was highly structured, using Likert-
type scales, incorporating fill-ins and rankings.  This provided 
comparable responses, which facilitated coding and analysis.  A few 
questions were intervally-scaled whenever data permitted.  At the 
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end of some sections, open-ended questions were introduced, in 
order to capture variables not included in the structured questions. 
 
3.5 Subjects and Procedures 
 The population for this study is export management of 
manufacturing firms in Tanzania.  Data collection was by means of a 
personal survey of the executive most responsible for or most 
knowledgeable on the firm’s export activities.  Personal surveying 
was chosen on two grounds.  First, this approach was more likely to 
improve the response rate, as people have a greater obligation to 
respond when they have face-to-face encouragement.  Second, 
interaction with company executives afforded an insight into 
theoretical and practical issues not anticipated by the study.  
Whenever possible, prior to company visits, letters, explaining the 
purpose of the study and requesting cooperation were sent to the 
Chief Executive Officers of the identified firms.  
 
3.6 Data Analysis 
 Data were obtained from survey of export managers of 80 
firms.  Thirteen firms that exported nothing were excluded from 
the study, because their responses could not be interpreted 
meaningfully.  Seven firms that had incomplete data on the 
criterion variable (sales data) were also excluded from the study.  
This procedure yielded 60 usable questionnaires. 
 The 60 firms were ranked in descending order on the basis 
of their percent of sales exported (export intensity).  The firms 
were then divided into Low and High Exporters relative to the 
median (10.66%) in the sample.  Low Exporters were defined as 
firms whose ranking was equal to or less than that of the median 
firm.  This procedure resulted in the identification of 30 Low 
Exporters and 30 High Exporters.  
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 Data analysis was conducted in such a way as to contribute 
towards answering our broad research question:  “What significant 
differences in strategy exist between the Low and the High 
performing firms?”  To answer this, bivariate analysis or the 
relationship between two variables was carried out.  The variables 
selected and the manner of analysis should be helpful in inferring the 
existence or non-existence, for that matter, of export causal 
relationships.  The statistical methods of analysis used were 
comparison of category mean differences for interval and ordinal 
data and frequency counts in cross-tabulations for nominal data.  
The hypotheses were tested using the t-test of independent samples 
for interval and ordinal data and the chi-square (χ2) test was used 
for nominal data, with significance for both tests initially 
established at the 5 percent level or better.  
 

4 FINDINGS 
 
 Table 3 contains the results of investigation into all the nine 
hypotheses employed in the study.  None of the test variables 
displayed differences between the two performance groups that 
reached significance at the conventional level of 5 percent.  Only 
one variable, price competitiveness, reached significance when the 
significance level was relaxed to 10 percent.  We now turn to the 
discussion of each hypothesis and its associated test variable(s), 
grouped by a broad factor. 
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4.1 Choice of Product-Markets 
 Test of Hypotheses 1, 2, 3 and 4:  In testing the first 
hypothesis on the number of markets served, managers were asked 
to list, in order of importance, the countries to which they exported.  
Data preparation involved categorizing the countries into four market 
groups:  Africa, Western countries (including Australia, Japan, and 
New Zealand), Communist countries, and other developing 
countries.  The aim was to see whether the number of markets served 
was associated with export performance.  The results showed 
that the average number of markets served was slightly higher for 
High Exporters (at 1.8 markets) than for Low Exporters (at 1.7) 
markets), but the differences were not significant on the T-test of 
differences between category means.  On the basis of this analysis, 
the number of markets served or market diversity did not 
significantly tell apart Low and High performing firms, but was in 
the hypothesized direction. 
 In regard to the second hypothesis, the average number of 
products offered was higher for High Exporters (at 2.6 products) 
than for Low Exporters (at 2.2 products), but the differences were 
not statistically significant.  As in the previous hypothesis above, the 
number of products exported or product diversity did not 
discriminate significantly between Low and High performance firms, 
but again was in the hypothesized direction. 
 In testing the third hypothesis on the number of 
competitors, managers were asked to list the number of competitors 
they faced in their chosen export markets.  Competitors were defined 
in terms of countries rather than companies.  The results showed that, 
contrary to expectation, High Exporters entered slightly more 
competitive markets (average = 3.9 competing countries) than Low 
Exporters (average = 3.7), but the differences were not significant.  
On the basis of this finding, Low and High performing firms did not 



Volume 11 (2008-09)  Export Performance of Firms  58 
 
 
 
 

 

differ significantly to the competitiveness extent of the markets they 
chose to enter, but the trend was contrary to expectation. 
 The fourth hypothesis on the nature of products was tested 
by asking managers to classify their exports as consumer products, if 
sold mainly for final consumption, or as industrial products, if they 
sold mainly for use to manufacture other products.  Exporters of 
industrial products were expected to perform better, because it is 
believed that industrial importers are more rational and therefore 
there is less stigmatization by them than by end consumers in the 
purchase of manufactured products from developing countries.  As 
expected, the results showed that, while 47% of High Exporters were 
exporting industrial products, the proportion in the Low Exporters 
category was lower at 43%; the difference of 4% was however not 
statistically significant, but was in the hypothesized direction. 
 
4.2 Marketing Mix:  Adaptation and Performance 
 Test of Hypotheses 5 and 6.  Hypothesis five on product 
adaptation involved measuring the average number of major 
changes made to the company’s major export products to meet 
conditions of export markets in the last three years.  The same 
question was repeated but in regards to hypothesis five on package 
adaptations.  The two hypotheses were tested by comparing the 
mean adaptation scores of the low and the high performing firms.  
The results show that the mean adaptation score of the firms that, 
to some degree, undertook some product adaptation, was slightly 
higher for High Exporters (2.3) compared to Low Exporters (2.1), 
but reversed when analyzed in relation with package adaptation 
(High Exporters, 2.0; Low Exporters, 2.1).  These slight 
differences were, as expected, not statistically significant.  This 
suggests that there were no significant performance differences 
between firms that practiced either product or package adaptation 
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and those that did not, but while product adaptation was in the 
expected direction, package adaptation was contrary to 
expectation. 
 
4.3 Marketing Mix: Quality, Price and Promotion 
 Test of Hypotheses 7, 8 and 9.  In testing hypothesis six 
on product quality, managers were asked to compare their firms’ 
product quality (as perceived by customers) to that of key 
competitors on a 5-point scale ranging from Much Lower (1) to 
Much Higher (5).  The price variable (hypothesis eight) was 
measured in a similar fashion, but in this case the scores were 
reversed, because a lower price implies a positive situation, i.e., 
competitiveness.  Hypothesis testing compared the mean quality 
and price score by the low and high performing firms. 
 The results show that Low and High Exporters had a 
similar score of 2.6 on quality of product.  With regard to price 
competitiveness, as expected, High Exporters had a better score 
(3.4) than Low Exporters (2.9) and the differences were 
significant at the 10% level.  It appears that prices are inversely 
and significantly related to performance.  In other words, price 
competitiveness was positively and significantly associated with 
export performance. 
 In testing the hypothesized relationship between promotion 
and export performance (hypothesis nine), managers were asked to 
indicate, approximately, the amount of money budgeted for export 
promotion purposes in the last financial year.  These figures were 
used to compute promotion intensity using two criteria:  promotion 
as a percentage of total sales and promotion as a percentage of 
exports.   
 The findings show that, as expected, promotion as a 
percentage of sales was higher for High Exporters (0.7%) and lower 
for Low Exporters (0.2%); the difference of 0.5% was however not 
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statistically significant.  Contrary to expectation, there was a trend, 
though not significant, for a negative association between promotion 
as a percentage of exports with performance.  Specifically, while 
the mean promotion as a percentage of exports for the Low Exporter 
group was about 19.6%, that for High Exporter group was about 12 
times lower at 1.6%. 
 

5 DISCUSSION 
 
5.1 Product Market Choice 
 Of the four product market variables investigated, the first 
two, which were the number of markets served and the number of 
products offered, were in the hypothesized direction, but not 
statistically significant.  One explanation may help in understanding 
why these characteristics did not show significant positive 
associations with performance, as hypothesized.  The attempt, in this 
study, was to measure, in a simple way, the effect of market and 
product diversity on performance, using the business-count method.  
The method involves simple counting of the number of markets and 
businesses in which a firm is involved, using some criteria, usually 
the International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC) method.  
The method lacks a theory about how diversification decisions 
influence business performance. 
 A better concept used successfully is that of market 
specialization (Capon, Hulbert, Farley & Martin, 1988) and related 
diversification (Rumelt, 1974), which take into account skills, 
resources and knowledge transferred across markets and businesses.  
On the basis of these approaches, a diversification may lead to better, 
poorer, or no effect on performance, depending on the type of 
relationships involved, particularly the extent of sharing of common 
facilities. 
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 With regard to the third product-market variable, the lack of a 
negative association between the level of competition and 
performance is not clear.  It was expected that firms that enjoyed a 
greater degree of monopoly power would perform better.  Two 
possible reasons may help explain this.  It is likely that Low Exporter 
managers may be less well informed about international competitors 
than Higher Exporters; therefore they may underestimate the number 
of competitors.  Additionally, high exporters tend to export a broader 
range of products; thus they are bound to have a larger total number 
of competitors. 
 In regard to the fourth and last product-market variable, 
nature of products, which was defined in terms of Consumer or 
Industrial products, although it did not display statistically 
significant relationship with performance, the trend was in the 
expected direction.  This trend is consistent with existing findings.  In 
a study of 190 Peruvian exporters, it was found that industrial 
products were exported more frequently than consumer products 
(Daniels & Goyburo, 1977).  The study speculated that the reason for 
the difference lay in fewer stigmas by industrial than end consumers 
in the purchase of manufactured products from developing countries.  
This speculation is supported by a study that found that industrial 
purchasers usually consider more rational criteria when purchasing 
than do end consumers.  The study concluded that, for consumer 
products, non-objective bias exists against those from developing 
countries (Schooler, 1971). 
 
5.2 Marketing Mix:  Product and Package Adaptation 
 The finding that two marketing-mix variables, namely 
product and package adaptations, were not significantly related to 
performance did not lend support to our hypotheses or to previous 
studies that have shown positive association between adaptation 
strategies and export performance (Cooper & Kleinschmidt, 1985).  
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An alternative explanation helped in understanding these results.  
While it was not possible to establish a positive association between 
adaptation and export performance, the findings, nevertheless, are 
consistent with the concept of “matching” (Tookey, 1975, 1964) and 
the principle of “similitude” (Jaffe, 1974).  Both concepts call for an 
export policy in which selection of export markets or segments is 
made consistent with company products in order to avoid or 
minimize costs of adaptation.  This line of reasoning is supported by 
Linder’s (1961) proposition that the greater the similarity of demand 
patterns between two countries, the greater the intensity of trade 
between them.  Another formulation that is consistent with the above 
is what has been described as globalization strategy, which involves 
producing a standardized product for both domestic and export 
markets (Levitt, 1983). 
 These findings are also to some extent related to the notion of 
“psychic distance” (Wiedersheim-Paul, Olson & Welch, 1978), 
which states that, in addition to objective factors, there are also some 
perceptual factors that condition the flow of trade between countries.  
The implications of this notion are that exporters or importers do not 
limit themselves to making economic distinctions between market 
segments, but other evaluative criteria related to the trading 
countries, such as historical, geographic, cultural, and political links, 
may play a role in export-import decision-making.  This implies that 
the relative importance of objective factors such as adaptation may 
be reduced when the perceptual factors are taken into consideration. 
 When viewed in the light of these alternative explanations, 
our findings do not conflict with the principle of adaptation.  
Adaptation to best serve the needs of customers in export markets 
remains unshaken.  To avoid this basic requirement, one should 
select markets with needs and wants that are consistent with 
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company products; otherwise adaptation must be carried out for 
export success. 
 
5.3 Marketing Mix:  Quality, Price and Promotion 
 Of the remaining four marketing mix variables investigated, 
only one factor, price competitiveness, was positively and 
significantly associated with performance.  This finding is consistent 
with two studies (Kiparlani & Macintosh, 1980; Garnier, 1982).  One 
study found no association (Hirsch, 1971).  Another study found that 
flexible pricing was associated with export sales (Fenwick & Amine, 
1979).  No clear-cut conclusion can be inferred from the combined 
studies.  The reason might be that the optimal pricing policy depends 
on the specific supply and demand situation.  No pricing policy can 
be universally optimal. 
 In any event, price competitiveness was found to be a 
significant factor in Tanzania.  This may be because Tanzania’s 
comparative advantage, like that of most developing countries, is in 
the manufacture of simple products well established abroad (mature) 
and the processing of agricultural commodities.  All these products 
are relatively less differentiated and hence price rather than 
differentiation may be a more important selling point. 
 In summary, this study investigated 10 Marketing Strategy 
variables (4 product-market and 6 marketing mix).  Only one 
variable (price competitiveness) displayed statistically significant 
relationship with export performance.  Most of the remaining 
variables though not significant, were in the hypothesized direction 
or could be explained by alternative hypotheses. 
 

6 ANALYSIS OF EXTREME GROUPS 
 
 This section presents, in a nutshell, the results of re-analyzing 
the data with respect to extreme low and extreme high performers.  
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Re-analyzing the data with respect to extreme groups was made 
necessary given the rather less revealing results noted in the previous 
analysis, which used the full set of the data.  The approach is based 
on the assumption that classifying exporters into two groups fails to 
differentiate firms that are in transition between the low and high 
performance categories.  Thus restricting the analysis to extreme 
groups may reveal differences that were not as prominent in the 
analysis of all the data. 
 
6.1 Methodology:  Extreme Grouping 
 The criterion variable (percent of sales exported) was used to 
classify the 60 sample firms in such a way as to keep the bottom 20 
firms and the top 20 firms.  The middle group of 20 firms was 
excluded, so that the analysis might deal only with the two extreme 
groups.  The extreme bottom and extreme top groups will be referred 
to as Low Low Exporters and High High Exporters, respectively.  
Only statistically significant findings are presented here in detail. 
 
6.2 Findings:  Extreme Groups 
 Table 4 summarizes the results of exploring differences in 
strategy between the Low Low and High High Exporters.  Four 
points emerge from the re-analysis. 
1. First, the variable price competitiveness, which was significant in 

the analysis of the whole data, also emerged significant in this 
analysis of extreme groups. 

2. Second, three new variables became significant in this analysis.  
These are product quality, number of products offered, and 
promotion as a percentage of exports. 

3. Third, product quality and the number of products offered 
behaved as hypothesized.  That is, High High Exporters had 
better quality products and offered a greater diversity of products. 



65  
 
 
  

Table 3: Results of χ2 and t-Tests, Strategy variables and 
export performance 

 
 

 
Exporters  

 
Differences 

 
 

T-Test  
Low Low 
(n=20) 

High High 
(n=20) 

Average number 
of products 1.80 2.60 0.80 0.048 Sig. 
Quality 2.55 3.30 0.75 0.085 Sig. 
Price 
competitiveness 3.00 3.53 0.53 0.092 Sig. 
Promotion as a 
% of exports  28.2% 1.8% -26.40 0.007 Sig. 

 
 

4. Fourth, promotion as a percentage of exports was in anti-thesis.  
That is, contrary to expectation, Low Low Exporters spent 
relatively more on promotion.  This trend was also evident in the 
previous analysis, but became more pronounced and significant 
in this re-analysis of extreme groups.  This finding is puzzling.  
Rather than advising exporters to spend less on promotion, we 
just conclude that, in this sample, High High Exporters may have 
been more efficient in the use of their export promotion budgets. 

 In summary, the analysis of differences between the polar 
extreme performance groups was satisfactory in highlighting 
differences between the Extreme Low and Extreme High Exporters.  
It tended to confirm and reinforce the differences that were observed 
in the analysis of the whole data set.  No contradictions were 
observed. 
 

7 CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
 This section ties together the entire study.  First, the key 
findings are translated into a meaningful set of conclusions.  Second, 
based on these conclusions, the implications for public policy 
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formulation, managerial action, and export marketing theory are 
discussed.  Third, suggestions for future research are put forward.  
 
7.1 Conclusions 
 The study makes two broad contributions to our 
understanding of export causal relationships.  The findings are both 
at variance and in conformity with existing theory. 
1. The findings are different, because only a few of the strategy 

factors, which were derived mainly from the literature in 
advanced countries, are tied significantly to export performance.  
This may be explained in terms of the “unsettled,” undeveloped 
industrial structures and the inward looking strategies (Lall, 
Khanna, & Alikhani, 1987) of many developing countries, all of 
which seem to reduce the explanatory power of conventional 
trade theories. 

2. Although many of the strategy variables were not significantly 
tied to performance, most were nevertheless in the hypothesized 
direction or could be explained by alternative hypotheses.  The 
trends   are consistent with literature from advanced countries, 
upon which the variables were based.  This implies that factors 
affecting export performance may be universal. 

 
7.2 Implications 
 

7.2.1 Implications for Management 
1. An entrepreneur currently operating or contemplating operation in 

Tanzania is advised that this study found that 1 out of 10 strategy 
factors were significantly associated with export performance.  
The number increased to 4 when polar extreme performers were 
analyzed.  This experience of other businesses may be helpful to 
the entrepreneur in formulating competitive strategies. 
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2. In appraising performance of managers operating in Tanzania, it 

is important to bear in mind the constraints placed on them by the 
environment.  Infrastructure is known to be a critical bottleneck.  
Financial infrastructure, in particular credit facilities, is not well 
developed.  These environmental constraints partly explain why 
many of the strategy factors that are normally subject to 
managerial control were not significant.  Although not 
significant, most strategy variables were in the hypothesized 
direction or could be explained by alternative hypotheses.  The 
implication for the selection of staff is that the caliber of 
managers, which is considered a paramount factor in advanced 
countries (Bilkey, 1978), remains an important factor in Tanzania 
also, but at the moment it appears that the effect of factor such as 
strategy, which are subject to managerial control, is overridden or 
confounded by environmental factors.  The situation is 
nevertheless changing rapidly.  Given the changes currently 
under way in the macro-economic environment, which point 
toward a more outward looking policy, and as changes occur, 
factors subject to managerial control may begin to play a larger 
role in export determination. 

 
7.2.2 Implications for Theory Development 

 In many ways, the findings of this study extend the 
knowledge gained from earlier research.  It extends knowledge by 
demonstrating that, despite the universality of export determinants 
between Tanzania and advanced countries, the relative importance of 
the factors appears different.  Although not studied explicitly, it 
seems that, contrary to observations from advanced countries, 
environmental factors appear to play a larger role in determining 
performance than strategy that is subject to managerial control.  
Specifically, in advanced countries the influence of environmental 
factors, such as infrastructure that is well developed, is taken for 
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granted.  In Tanzania these factors, among others, pose critical 
bottlenecks to the export performance of many firms.  It follows that, 
in a study on export performance in Tanzania (and Tanzanian-type 
economies) that takes the environment for granted (i.e., omits the 
environment), as this study did, may be misleading, because of 
under-specification of the causal factors. 
 
7.3 Suggestions for Future Research 
 During the course of this research, several directions or 
suggestions for follow-up studies were indicated or implied that 
may be of benefit to future investigators.  Some of them are as 
follows: 
1. The findings suggest that performance may be more a function of 

the environment than managerial capability.  This implies that, 
under the current environmental framework, studies that focus on 
measuring environmental variables may be more revealing than 
those that deal with managerially determined factors. 

2. Other investigators may wish to test the validity of the findings 
reported here by replicating the study in other underdeveloped 
economies, but with larger samples.  Until this is done, the 
conclusions of this study remain tentative. 

3. The study did not control for possible confounds or moderating 
effects, such as type of industry, type of product or company 
characteristics on strategy.  Future researchers are advised to 
take cognizance of these important factors. 

4. The typical approach of earlier research, as of this one, has 
been to consider how export performance is influenced by 
product adaptations, while ignoring the need for adapting 
distribution, promotion and price.  Future researchers are 
advised to advance earlier work on export marketing strategy 
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adaptation by considering the adaptation of the full marketing 
mix, as opposed to product alone.  

5. There is no strong theoretical framework tying together the 
various components of strategy used in the literature.  Strategy 
factors such as segmentation, degree of adaptation, extent of 
diversification and degree of internationalization (Stewart, 
1997) are almost stand-alone concepts.  Further, the distinction 
between strategy and tactics is not always clear.  For example, 
some marketing analysts treat market segmentation, targeting 
and positioning as strategy and the 4Ps (Product, Price, Place, 
Promotion) – maybe extended by three more Ps for marketing 
services (People, Processes, Physical Evidence) – as tactics for 
implementing the chosen segmentation strategy.  In this study 
and most export literature, the 4Ps are treated as strategy 
factors.  The development of a framework suitable for studying 
export strategy may prove a fruitful research direction that may 
help clarify the construct. 
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