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Abstract

Embracing digital technologies empowers small and medium-sized enterprises for rapid
internationalization. Although the phenomenon of small and medium-sized enterprises has received
attention in the international entrepreneurship field, there is still a lack of knowledge concerning
the digital technologies that empower small and medium-sized enterprises for rapid
internationalization. This paper suggests propositions based on a conceptual framework to
emphasise digital technologies to enable rapid internationalization among small and medium-sized
enterprises. The conceptual highlights leading to rapid and improved performance of
internationalization among small and medium-sized enterprises are enhanced using digital
technologies. The implications and future direction of the study are addressed.
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1. Introduction

Digital technologies are viewed as tools that advance and shape the traditional
way of communication between people. In particular, digital technologies refer to
the digital application and infrastructure used in the economy, business and society
that shape the way of life [10]. For business, firms who adopt digital technologies
in their business model transform and change the way to create more value for firms
[8]. Adopting digital technologies in business benefits firms to enhance interactions
for existing customers, attract new customers and motivates firms to come up with
new ways of product development and marketing strategies [4,14].

Current literature has concentrated on the adoption of digital technology in large
organisations, with only a few studies focusing on small and medium-sized
enterprises (SME)s [5]. Small and medium-sized enterprises, on the other hand, are
widely acknowledged as important contributors to economic growth in many
countries [4]. Indeed, digital technologies promote value creation and customer
engagement, which are critical success factors for SMEs [3]. Furthermore, utilising
these technologies necessitates SMEs to enhance their competitive advantage [9].
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2. Conceptual Background

This paper proposes a conceptual framework in Figure 1 to explain empowering
digital technologies for rapid internationalization among small and medium-sized
enterprises. For this purpose, the authors have identified internal capabilities as the
resources and the external environment as the opportunities for small and medium-
sized enterprises to develop and use digital technologies towards rapid
internationalization.
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Figure 1. A framework of the empowering digital technologies for small and
medium-sized enterprises rapid internationalization

Based on the overview of the conceptual framework of small and medium-sized
enterprises, this paper has framed three propositions as follows:

2.1. Proposition 1

SMEs with internal capabilities are more likely to leverage digital technologies
for rapid internationalization.

2.2. Proposition 2

SMEs with highly perceived concepts of the external environment as
opportunities are more likely to support digital technologies for rapid
internationalization.

2.3. Proposition 3

SMEs employing highly empowering digital technologies are likely to achieve
rapid internationalization.

2.1.1. SMEs with internal capabilities are more likely to leverage digital
technologies for rapid internationalization: Internal capabilities or intangible
assets are the internal resources for competitive advantage for small and medium-
sized enterprises [6]. Small and medium-sized enterprises suffer from limited
resources especially financial and knowledge, but such unique internal capabilities
can help small and medium-sized enterprises to overcome their limitations [3].
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Internal capabilities for small and medium-sized enterprises include the business
experience and exposure of entrepreneurs, their experiential knowledge, business
ideas, innovation, financial accessibility and networking capability [2, 15]. Small
and medium-sized enterprises may use digital technologies as strategic networking
to develop and strengthen their internal capabilities and perform in the international
market [11].

2.2.1. SMEs with highly perceived concepts of the external environment as
opportunities are more likely to support digital technologies for rapid
internationalization: The external environment describes macro environmental
factors for small and medium-sized enterprises that offer both opportunities and
challenges [7]. It allows small and medium-sized enterprises to generate new ideas
and to develop strategies, but it also leads to complexity given that the small and
medium-sized enterprises have to cope with barriers and challenges for
internationalization [1,7,15]. The external environment relates with market and
industry, political and legal factors, social and cultural context, the global economic
landscape, domestic and international institutional environments and technological
advancement [6, 13]. The small and medium-sized enterprises who perceive the
external environment as an opportunity are able to solve complexity and pursue
their goals in the international market through advances in digital technologies [12].

2.3.1. SMEs employing highly empowering digital technologies are likely to
achieve rapid internationalization: The Internet of Things (10T), Industry 4.0, e-
commerce, cloud computing, advanced robotics, social media, CRM, ERP,
broadband, website and business intelligence systems are examples of digital
technologies that may provide a wide range of implications for businesses, society,
policy makers and consumers [10]. Digital technologies provide business model
innovation for small and medium-sized enterprises in terms of product and services
offered as well as business operations and processes [8]. Small and medium-sized
enterprises can adopt digital technologies for function as business interactive
platform social networks, servers, databases and storage, enhanced sales and
marketing as well as to deliver services that affect the value and performance of
business for competitive advantage [14].

The advancement of digital technologies has facilitated internationalization among
the small and medium-sized enterprises. Digital technologies make it easier for
small and medium-sized enterprises to penetrate foreign markets to advance in
communications, international marketing and reduce business transaction costs [9].
Digital technologies allow small and medium-sized enterprises to obtain market
knowledge and business advice to support different activities and create value in
business for internationalization [7].

3. Suggestion for future research

There are several suggestions for future avenues to demonstrate and explain the
empowerment of digital technologies for the rapid internationalization of small and
medium-sized enterprises. From the theoretical aspects, international
entrepreneurship theories are the best fit to describe the rapid internationalization
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pathways among small and medium-sized enterprises through utilization of digital
technologies. The internationalization theories of born global, international new
ventures, electric paradigms, transaction cost theories, are among the top choices of
theories to build a theoretical ground in the literature. Other theories such as
resource-based view (RBV), institutional, network perspective, product life cycle,
diffusion of innovation, theory of planned behaviour (TPB), marketing, service
exchange, value co-creation and effectuation may complement to extend the
literature. In addition, the Uppsala model, technology acceptance model (TAM) or
business model may integrate with theories for further studies to analyze critical
factors related to the digital technologies and the rapid internationalization of small
and medium-sized enterprises.

In designing methodologies for future studies, researchers could employ
quantitative methods to measure the usage of such digital technologies that could
influence rapid internationalization. The relationship of internal capabilities and the
external environment with digital technologies as mediators or moderators could be
possible to be examined. Future studies of the qualitative approach may be
conducted to explore for elements of capabilities as well as the factors of the
external environment through leveraging digital technologies for a deeper
understanding. Studies of the rapid internationalization process specifically in
utilizing digital technologies may also inspire further research. Diversified samples
should include a wide range of different contexts, industries and small and medium-
sized enterprise characteristics for generalizability of the findings.

4. Implications for practitioners and policy makers

This conceptual paper has provided some interesting insights of
internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises through empowering
digital technologies. The conceptual framework proposed is relevant for
entrepreneurs of small and medium-sized enterprises, policy makers, technology
providers and consultants. The entrepreneurs of small and medium-sized enterprises
particularly those who have intention to internationalize rapidly may use the concept
to develop a business model through adaptation of digital technologies. They will
be able to identify the internal capabilities and external environment much better to
influence their rapid internationalization. The policy makers, especially those in the
emerging and developing countries, may need to develop and revise digital
technology facilities, training, incentives and programmes. The conceptual
framework can serve as a demonstration platform for technology providers and
consultants to present to small and medium-sized enterprises to execute rapid
internationalization.
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