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Abstract
The internationalization of Bulgarian Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs)
is mostly seen as predetermined by external factors, such as the country’s participation
in economic unions, lowering barriers to international trade, technology development,
etc. Less attention is paid by researchers to the entrepreneurs’ characteristics as a determinant of internationalization. One of the study’s objectives presented here is to analyze
the impact of these characteristics on SMEs’ internationalization success. To achieve
this objective, applied methods involve review and analysis of available research and
information sources, an empirical survey of 468 Bulgarian SMEs, statistical processing,
analysis, and synthesis of results. The empirical results prove the importance of entrepreneurs’ characteristics for the internationalization and competitive performance of Bulgarian SMEs. The findings show that the length of overall professional experience gained
by entrepreneurs is a significant determinant of SMEs’ internationalization while managerial knowledge and skills acquired by entrepreneurs could not be considered as such.
The surveyed sample excludes micro-enterprises due to the low share of internationalized
companies and their strong dependence on factors beyond the control of the entrepreneur-manager. The originality of the study lies in revealing the potential of an adequate
managerial training of entrepreneurs for the internationalization of Bulgarian SMEs mostly small and family and thereby with restricted use of professional managers.
Key words: Internationalization; Bulgarian SMEs; entrepreneurs; competitive
performance; determinants; owner-manager
JEL: D22, M16, L25, L26
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Introduction
It is well-known that Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) play
a major role in today’s economy. That is the reason why their performance is
of primary importance for the economic development. The management and
ownership of SMEs are concentrated in a tight circle of persons and often in
a single individual, and there is an overlap of implemented functions. These
peculiarities determine the necessity to study individual characteristics and
their relationship with performance. SMEs’ performance is dependent on the
internal capacity to develop competitive strategies and accumulate resources,
which is related to the personal characteristics of a key player – the entrepreneurmanager. By attempting to improve general performance, a major problem in
front of Bulgarian SMEs is how to deal with the limitations of the domestic
market in terms of size and demand patterns. And internationalization appears
to be a beneficial opportunity for firms to deal with that issue and to improve
performance. To utilize this opportunity, the competencies of SMEs’ key player
– the entrepreneurial manager are of primary importance. This study is aimed
at analyzing the impact of entrepreneurs’ characteristics on the SMEs’ decision
to internationalize and the outcome of this decision which can be measured by
the degree of internationalization success. The focus is on internal determinants
of SMEs’ internationalization that have a key role in the management decision
for the development of international activities, in the subsequent operation
of a firm in international markets and related competitive performance. The
study is targeted at the question of which individual characteristics determine
SMEs’ internationalization and competitive performance. It attempts to address
a gap found in the literature that individual-level antecedents have received
comparatively less attention by researchers than firm-level and environmental
antecedents (Martineau and Pastoriza, 2016).
This study contributes to the extant literature on international entrepreneurship
and competitive performance of SMEs by attempting to explain the characteristics
of the entrepreneur-founder of small business as a determinant of SMEs’
international activities and performance on a representative sample of 468
Bulgarian SMEs. The findings view some entrepreneurs’ characteristics as an
important determinant of internationalization and competitive performance of
Bulgarian SMEs, while others are found to be less significant. According to
the gathered and summarized empirical data, the length of overall professional
experience gained by entrepreneurs is a significant determinant of SMEs’
internationalization while managerial knowledge and skills acquired by
entrepreneurs could not be considered as such.
The results of the study are associated with revealing the potential of the adequate
managerial training of entrepreneurs for the internationalization of Bulgarian
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SMEs – mostly small and family firms with a restricted use of professional
management. This additional preparation and training of entrepreneurs can be
used as a compensation for their lacking or insufficient professional management
by acquiring relevant entrepreneurial and strategic management competencies
by the entrepreneur-manager. Such competencies can be beneficial for their
competitive performance and the development of international activities.
Literature review
The literature review encompasses internal determinants of competitive
performance, as a source of a company competitive advantage in an international
business environment. On an individual level, these determinants encompass
general variables such as age, gender, managerial background, professional
and international experience, and other previous experience, education of
the entrepreneur - type and degree, etc. An integrative framework of SMEs’
international involvement summarizes three groups of individual-level
determinants (antecedents): the manager’s socio-cognitive properties (proactivity,
risk-aversion), demographics, and personal networks (Martineau and Pastoriza,
2016). A distinction is made in the literature between the general human capital
effects – education and labor experience from those of the entrepreneurial
human capital - experience as a business owner, management skills and technical
abilities which presumably relate to the identification and exploitation of business
opportunities (Ucbasaran, Westhead and Wright, 2008). Some studies on the
SMEs’ internationalization have tried to establish demographic characteristics
of successfully exporting SMEs with largely inconclusive results leading to the
assumption that demographic characteristics are not of key importance for the
SMEs’ internationalization (Achtenhagen, 2011). We try to avoid this limitation
by combining general human capital and entrepreneurial human capital
characteristics to determine what their relation is with internationalization.
International opportunities are a central concept in the international
entrepreneurship research and entrepreneurial behaviors focused on international
opportunities are critical for international entrepreneurship (Mainela, Puhakka and
Servais, 2014). In some enterprises, the entrepreneur seizing the opportunities is
an individual agent, while in others the entrepreneurial function is carried out by
various people, be it the key staff or the management team (O’kean and Menudo,
2008). In this study, we follow the understanding that the entrepreneur is the one
who performs one or all of the entrepreneurial functions that result in capturing
international business opportunities and development and implementation of the
firm’s internationalization strategy leading to competitive performance.
Among the main variables in the research, considered as determinants of the
internationalization of SMEs are the so-called antecedents of internationalization,
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such as training and experience, skills, competences, and managerial know-how
of the entrepreneur (Ruzzier, Hisrich and Antoncic, 2006; Ratten et al., 2007).
The owner-manager’s higher education, opportunity-oriented motivation, new
technology use, and activities related to extractive sectors (e.g., farming, forestry,
fishing, and mining) lead to a greater likelihood of early firm internationalization
(Amorós, Basco and Romaní, 2016). International orientation is determined
by characteristics such as cross-cultural communication skills; proficiency in
foreign languages; experience gained from international travels, work, or stays
(Achtenhagen, 2011). More specifically, international experience, previous
business experience of entrepreneurs and knowledge of foreign languages are
positively related to an earlier start of internationalization (Zucchella, Palamara
and Denicolai, 2007). Besides the antecedents of internationalization and
performance, entrepreneurial characteristics can be studied also as moderators in
the internationalization-performance relationship. For example, based on a sample
of Taiwanese SMEs that expanded abroad it is found that age, educational level,
international experience, and the duality of the CEO5 have moderating effects
on the relationship between internationalization and firm performance (Hsu,
Chen and Cheng, 2013). Another recent study (Wasowska, 2019) shows that “at
the individual level, an entrepreneur’s age, gender and work experience abroad
proved to be insignificant in predicting self-efficacy in internationalization” but
“an entrepreneur’s export experience prior to the firm’s founding, education and
command of foreign languages were significant”.
The individual entrepreneur with their managerial competence, level of
innovativeness, risk tolerance, and firm-level entrepreneurial behavior, is expected
to influence internationalization patterns and profiles (the composition of business
modes and countries), both together and separately (Jones and Coviello, 2005).
And the outcome of that behavior is firm performance. The results from a survey
conducted on 1,612 managers of 420 Chinese international enterprises show
that “there is a significant negative relationship between perceived international
risk and international performance” (Xu et al., 2015). The researchers that
conducted this survey found that “the influence on the international performance
from perceived international risk is moderated by international experience”. An
interesting concept to explain the international performance of SMEs is the socalled “global mindset”. The findings of an empirical study based on a crosssectional sample of Finnish SMEs led to the conclusion that “global mindset seems
to be linked to both effectual decision-making logic and improved international
performance” (Torkkeli, Nummela and Saarenketo, 2018). Besides, the findings
from a study conducted by Langseth, O’Dwyer and Arpa (2016) demonstrate
5
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that “four forces, in particular, are found to be strongly significant to the speed
of internationalization among the case SMEs: the enabling force of technology,
the mediating force of entrepreneurial actor perceptions/owner-managers’ global
vision and the moderating forces of foreign market knowledge and tie strength
in networks”. Entrepreneurial networks and foreign language capabilities of
owners/managers are found to be good predictors of internationalization degree
while entrepreneurial and managerial competencies of owners/managers are not
significant for internationalization success, and no relationship is found between
owners/managers’ education abroad and internationalization (Korsakienė,
Bekešienė and Hošková-Mayerová, 2019). An internationally experienced
person able to attract a moderate amount of capital can compete internationally
and even new ventures with limited resources may achieve success in the global
market (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005). Professional training in the field of
management for example and education abroad leads to greater readiness for
internationalization (Child, Hong and Wong, 2002). At the same time, limited
company resources and international contacts, as well as the lack of required
managerial knowledge about internationalization are critical constraints to the
internationalization of SMEs (OECD, 2009). Love et al. (2016) conclude in their
study that “business and managerial knowledge and skills can assist firms to
develop their export capabilities, and the managers’ education and experience
have strong positive effects on export performance”. An integrated model of
international entrepreneurship lists characteristics of the top management first
among the influencing organizational factors, and competitive advantage which
is dependent on the internationalization pattern is measured by the achieved
financial and non-financial outcomes (Zahra and George, 2002). Another group
of researchers (Villar, Linares-Navarro and Toral, 2010) found that “more
innovative strategies (for internationalization) are associated with managers with
intermediate experience in business, higher education levels, and a more realistic
perception of the severity of the situation, the influence of the environment, and
its strategic capabilities”.
Management and ownership in SMEs are most often concentrated, ownership
and control functions are united. In many cases, the strategy is rather a line
of behavior of the entrepreneur-manager and a common strategy is imitation
and survival. SMEs’ employees perform complex functions and enjoy greater
freedom of action, while written job descriptions are rare, creating favorable
conditions for creativity and entrepreneurship (Todorov, 2011). Bulgarian
SMEs operating in the European internal market enjoy various opportunities for
their internationalization. Within this market, smaller companies may also be
competitive outside the EU, growing and becoming global players, under certain
conditions, of course. This is one of the reasons why SMEs have a key role to
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play in economic stability and their internationalization is seen as a key driver of
competitiveness and growth (European Commission, 2007).
Management experience, international experience, and education are
important determinants that play a diverse role in shaping the internationalization
pattern – including its scope, speed, revenue from the international market, the
choice of a (first) foreign country, location of target international markets in
terms of distance from the domestic market and internationalization mode. Their
influence depends on various contextual and sample characteristics. However,
the internationalization of Bulgarian SMEs is mostly seen as predetermined
by external factors while entrepreneurs’ characteristics as a determinant of
internationalization remain in the background as less explored. Still, few
national studies address the issue. It is found, for example, that entrepreneurs
with no previous experience or those occupied as employees before their own
business are rather oriented towards a smaller number of countries which are
geographically and culturally proximate, while experienced entrepreneurs are
targeted at traditional trade partners of Bulgaria, regardless of geographic and
cultural distances and managerial experience and training act as a prerequisite in
choosing active and direct internationalization approaches which can be riskier but
more effective (Kolarov, Ivanova and Todorov, 2018). International experience
is positively linked to the degree, scope, and speed of internationalization,
especially in non-family enterprises, while the entrepreneur’s experience is
positively associated with the internationalization scope and degree with no
significant differences found between the groups of family and non-family firms
(Ivanova, 2016). In family SMEs, in particular, the unwillingness to involve
outsiders in the business including professional non-family managers combined
with insufficient or lacking experience in an international environment can serve
as an indicator of a preference of simpler and low-risk internationalization modes,
countries with lower physical and psychic distance and later start or slower
implementation of the internationalization process (Ivanova and Kolarov, 2015).
Based on the entrepreneur’s gender, differences are observed in Bulgarian SMEs
for the following categories: international entry modes, the importance of profit
and growth goals and management motivation, realized versus planned profit,
fostering technological innovation, searching for new international markets and
support needed for internationalization. Age differences relate to the first and
top three foreign markets, the importance of profit and growth goals, attracting
customers by innovation, and fitting with foreign markets. Internationally active
Bulgarian women entrepreneurs mostly operate in production unlike other women
entrepreneurs – mostly in services and trade and tend to be highly educated,
mainly over 40 years (Georgieva and Ivanova, 2019).

14

Entrepreneurs’ Characteristics as Determinants of the Internationalization of Bulgarian
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises

What characteristics determine superior performance is a fundamental
research question. In a globalized economy, SMEs’ performance is strongly
linked to internationalization, especially in post-transition, emerging economies
due to two main reasons. International activities can contribute to superior
performance in a limited domestic market and enterprises performing better
domestically have a better starting point to find growth opportunities and succeed
internationally (Ivanova and Todorov, 2019). The propensity for international
involvement shows internationalized versus non-internationalized firms, the
speed of propensity is the time that it takes for SMEs to start export; the intensity
of international involvement is measured by the ratio of total international sales
to total sales and speed of intensity is the speed of export sales growth relative
to total sales (Martineau and Pastoriza, 2016). Performance can be measured
by revenue growth for a couple of years before interviewing respondents. The
variable revenue growth is calculated as the sum of the percentage of revenue
growth divided by the number of revenue years (Batjargal et al., 2013). Among
the most used measures of internationalization is revenue from international
activities. The increase in international sales is measured by sales generated by
exports and other international activities (Autio, Sapienza and Almeida, 2000).
This measure can be specified according to the form of international activity - for
example, the company’s revenue from exporting its products. In case of lacking
access to publicly available data and an unwillingness of entrepreneurs for
disclosure of financial information, so-called perceptual measures of performance
are also used and those are typical in studies of SMEs. Such measures suggest
an estimated rate on a scale, based on individual perceptions, of the international
performance of the company in the “best-seller” foreign market in comparison
with the direct competitors over a definite period, for example in the areas of
return on investment, profitability, and overall performance (Brouthers, Nakos
and Dimitratos, 2015).
Research questions and hypotheses
Previous research on the relationship between the characteristics of
entrepreneurs and the internationalization of their business and the purpose of
this study draws attention to the search for answers to the following questions:
• Are there relationships between the timing of starting internatilization
activities, on one hand, the measures of success of the internationalization
of the activity of SMEs (considered as result variables), on the other, and the
following characteristics of entrepreneurs (considered as factor variables):
○ the demographic characteristics of entrepreneurs?
○ the educational degree and type of education?
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○ the duration and type of professional experience of the entrepreneur?
○ the type of experience of entrepreneurs abroad?
• When establishing such relationships, what is the direction and degree of
influence of the factor variables?
The hypotheses that could be formulated as answers to the questions asked are
the following:
H1. There are no significant relations between the demographic
characteristics of entrepreneurs, on one hand, and the timing and success of the
internationalization of enterprises, on the other.
H2a. Entrepreneurs with a higher level of education are more successful in the
internationalization of their activities.
H2b. The type of education (technical, economic, etc.) has no significant
relation with the timing and success of the internationalization of SMEs.
H3a. Entrepreneurs with longer professional experience start international
activities earlier and achieve greater success in the internationalization of their
activities.
Н3b. There is a significant relationship between the type of professional
experience of the entrepreneur and the timing and success of internationalization.
H4. There is a significant relationship between the possession of management
training by entrepreneurs and the timing and success of internationalization.
Methodology

Sample and procedures
The survey is based on a sample of 468 SMEs that have internationalized
their activity or part of their activities to varying degrees, i.e. which carry out at
least one of the known forms of internationalization (import, export, international
subcontracting). In terms of size, micro-enterprises (up to 9 people) are excluded
due to the extremely low share of those who have internationalized their activities.
In the selection of enterprises, regional and sectoral representation of the sample
was sought. The research tool is a survey conducted by associates of one of the
well-known agencies for sociological and economic research, who make direct
contact with the respondents. The survey was conducted in the period February
- May 2018.
The questionnaire used is organized in several modules, which reveal
sequentially:
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• the basic information about the enterprises;
• international activity and competitive performance of the surveyed
enterprises;
• the characteristics of the entrepreneur, manager/successor of the surveyed
companies;
• management and competitive performance, including networking and
support for international activities
The SMEs included in the sample, have an average of 35,28 employees (with
a standard deviation of 33,685, range 10-240). The categories “independent
company”, “partner company”, “affiliated companies” are also considered.
According to the Small and Medium Enterprises Act in Bulgaria, an independent
enterprise is a non-partner or affiliated enterprise. The data show that
almost all of the surveyed companies are independent, i.e. entrepreneurs can
independently decide for the company development, including concerning their
internationalization. 57,7% of them are defined as family enterprises, 41,1% - as
non-family, and 1,1% - indefinite. In total, 48.8% of the sample are enterprises
engaged mainly in production, 18,5% - trade, 29,3% - services, and the rest
indicated more specific activities such as IT, engineering, construction, R&D,
social activities, transport, and others. The companies from all planning regions
(Northwest, North Central, Northeast, Southeast, South Central, and Southwest)
were surveyed throughout the country.
Respondents who participated in the survey should meet at least two of the
three pre-defined criteria: to own at least 10% of the business; to participate in the
management of the enterprise; to actively participate in the international activities
of the enterprise. These criteria guarantee the competence of the respondent
regarding the processes of internationalization. Besides, the experience of the
respondent was evaluated.

Measures, result and factor (independent) variables
For the needs of the analyses, the following measures of the success of the
internationalization of the activity were used in the testing of the formulated
hypotheses:
• size of the enterprise (based on the number of employees);
• share of sales revenues on foreign markets;
• number of countries in which SMEs operate;
• assessment of the potential of SMEs for development on international
markets.
These measures were used as result variables in the statistical methods used to
prove the research hypotheses.
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The timing of internationalization is measured by the number of years after
the start-up of the enterprise.
It should be noted that the assessment of the potential of SMEs for development
on international markets is made in several directions using a Likert scale, which
are:
• financing for international activities;
• level of technology;
• production operations and facilities;
• technological expertise;
• technical skills;
• engineering skills;
• organizational skills.
The assumption is that higher success in internationalization is associated
with a higher assessment of the potential of the enterprise.
The independent variables used in the analyses are:
• age and gender of entrepreneurs;
• degree and type of education;
• duration and type of professional experience;
• type of experience of the entrepreneur in an international environment.

Analyses
Depending on the analysed types of resultant and factor variables, the methods
of Chi-square analysis and analysis of variance are used in the analysis.
Due to the qualitative nature of the factor variables expressing the characteristics
of entrepreneurs and the quantitative nature of most of the result variables, through
which we measure the success of the internationalization of SMEs, analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was chosen as a method to test most hypotheses. The risk of
error used in the analysis is α = 0,05. Accordingly, for factor variables having
a quantitative character (such as age and duration of professional experience),
the analysis of variance is also preferred due to the formation of groups on these
features, having qualitative rather than quantitative distinctive characteristics.
Results
The summary picture of the results of the performed analyses is presented in
Table 1.
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0,902

0,000

0,098

Length of overall
experience

Type of experience

Managerial training
and qualification

0,655 a
0,997 b
0,007 a
0,003 b
0,500 a
0,750 b
0,351 a
0,483 b

0,877 a
0,525 b

0,570 a
0,514 b

0,647 a
0,813 b

0,168 a
0,008 b

-

0,252 a
0,055 b

0,063 a
0,055 b

-

0,010 a
0,252 b

0,055 a
0,63 b

Enterprise Share of
size
foreign
markets
income
Sig.
Sig.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

H2b – not supported

H2a – untested due to lack of diversity of
answers

H3b – not supported

0,663 a
H4 – not supported in terms of objective
0,000 0,009 0,001 0,000 0,004 0,008 0,005
0,974 b
measure of internationalization success

0,669 a Not tested due to the rejection of the hypothesis tested by
0,987 b objective measures of the success of internationalization.

0,000 a
H3a – supported in the part concerning the
0,349 0,028 0,074 0,359 0,157 0,045 0,010
0,064 b
success of internationalization

0,002 a Not tested due to the rejection of the hypothesis tested by
0,190 b objective measures of the success of internationalization.

-

0,000 a
0,001 0,007 0,419 0,168 0,711 0,008 0,138 Н1 - partially supported (supported for age
0,000 b
and rejected for gender) only for the part
0,000 a
0,198 0,885 0,012 0,171 0,621 0,051 0,346 concerning the success of internationalization
0,055 b

Number of Evaluation of SME potential for development in a foreign
c
countries a market by a set of indicators (Pearson Chi-Square) Asym.
Sig.
(2-sided)
SME works
Research Hypotheses
with
Sig.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

The risk of error is at the commonly accepted level - α = 0,05
a
Test of Homogeneity of Variances
b
One-Way ANOVA
c
Indicators for evaluation are: 1 – Financing for international activities; 2 – Level of technology; 3 – Production operations and
equipment; 4 – Technological expertise; 5 – Technical skills; 6 – Engineering skills; 7 – Organizational skills.

0,709

Type of education

-

0,142

Gender

Degree of education

0,401

Asym. Sig.
(2-sided)

Age

Entrepreneur’s
characteristics

Timing of
internationalization
(Pearson
Chi-Square)

Table 1. Summary of results
Entrepreneurs’ Characteristics as Determinants of the Internationalization of Bulgarian
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises
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The analyses performed with the chi-square method sought answers to the
questions related to the characteristics of the entrepreneur and the timing of
his decision to internationalize his business, make evident that only the type of
professional experience of the entrepreneur is related to the moment of starting
the international activity of the enterprise. This relation shows that the first to
internationalize their business are entrepreneurs who were such before the
creation of their current enterprise (Table 2). It is interesting to note that those
entrepreneurs who were employees before starting their own business also start
their international business earlier, while those who were managers later decided
to internationalize their business. One probable, but not sufficient, explanation
may be the well-known discussions about the significant differences in the nature
and behavior of entrepreneurs and managers.
Table 2: Type of previous professional experience and timing of internationalization

Entrepreneur

Manager

Occupation,
position of the
previous job

Employee

Worker

Other

Total

20

Count
Expected Count
% within occupation
% of Total
Count
Expected Count
% within occupation
% of Total
Count
Expected Count
% within occupation
% of Total
Count
Expected Count
% within occupation
% of Total
Count
% within occupation
Expected Count
% of Total
Count
Expected Count
% of Total

When do the international activities of the company
start?
from
from
from
more
up to
1 to 2 2 to 3 3 to 5 than 5
from 1 year
years years years years
the
after
after
after
after
after
startup
the
the
the
the
the
startup
startup startup startup startup
2
4
2
0
0
1
1,3
3,7
2,8
,6
,5
,0
22,2% 44,4% 22,2%
,0%
,0% 11,1%
,4%
,9%
,4%
,0%
,0%
,2%
43
131
108
21
21
0
46,6 134,0 101,2
23,3
18,2
,7
13,3% 40,4% 33,3% 6,5% 6,5%
,0%
9,7% 29,4% 24,3% 4,7% 4,7%
,0%
18
48
28
11
3
0
15,5
44,7
33,7
7,8
6,1
,2
16,7% 44,4% 25,9% 10,2% 2,8%
,0%
4,0% 10,8% 6,3% 2,5%
,7%
,0%
1
0
0
0
1
0
,3
,8
,6
,1
,1
,0
50,0%
,0%
,0%
,0% 50,0%
,0%
,2%
,0%
,0%
,0%
,2%
,0%
0
1
1
0
0
0
,0% 50,0% 50,0%
,0%
,0%
,0%
,3
,8
,6
,1
,1
,0
,0%
,2%
,2%
,0%
,0%
,0%
64
184
139
32
25
1
64,0 184,0 139,0
32,0
25,0
1,0
14,4% 41,3% 31,2% 7,2% 5,6%
,2%

Total

9
9,0
100,0%
2,0%
324
324,0
100,0%
72,8%
108
108,0
100,0%
24,3%
2
2,0
100,0%
,4%
2
100,0%
2,0
,4%
445
445,0
100,0%
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Using the ANOVA method in the analysis of the impact of age and gender of
entrepreneurs, it was ascertained that the age of the entrepreneur significantly
affects the number of countries in which it operates (Sig. 0,000), as well as the
share of sales revenue in other countries (Sig. 0,010). At a level of significance
slightly higher than the risk of error (Sig. 0,055), it is found that age also
significantly affects the size of the enterprise. What is striking is that the impact of
age on the resultative variables within a certain limit – it is positive from the age
of earliest years to 60 years and decreases after 60 years (Table 3). Here we can
point out that the age distribution of entrepreneurs in the sample has shifted to the
right by a full decade if compared to the age distribution found in representative
surveys of entrepreneurs in Bulgaria. This shift could be explained by the initial
constraints placed on the selection of enterprises, namely the exclusion of microenterprises, hence it can be assumed that larger enterprises have reached their
size over a longer period, or that those entrepreneurs who established them have
already reached an older age. A second explanation is that the internationalization
of business requires time to gain the necessary experience.
Table 3: Descriptives by age groups

Age group

31-40
41-50
51-60
61+
Total
31-40
41-50
51-60
61+
Total
31-40
Number of
41-50
countries in
51-60
which SMEs
61+
operate
Total

Size of
enterprise number of
employees
in 2017
Share
of sales
revenues
from foreign
markets

N

Mean

20
122
178
26
346
17
102
166
25
310
14
78
138
20
250

23,05
34,37
39,45
31,73
36,13
30,59
38,02
43,38
40,70
40,70
2,57
3,17
3,48
21,20
4,75

Std.
Deviation

Std. Error

21,552
24,225
31,198
39,028
29,314
31,207
27,538
29,536
38,924
29,894
2,472
4,117
8,589
59,268
18,381

4,819
2,193
2,338
7,654
1,576
7,569
2,727
2,292
7,785
1,698
,661
,466
,731
13,253
1,163

95% Confidence
Interval
for Mean
Minimum Maximum
Lower
Upper
Bound
Bound
12,96
33,14
10
90
30,03
38,71
10
120
34,83
44,06
10
200
15,97
47,49
10
138
33,03
39,23
10
200
14,54
46,63
2
100
32,61
43,43
1
100
38,85
47,91
0
100
24,63
56,77
1
100
37,36
44,04
0
100
1,14
4,00
0
10
2,24
4,09
1
28
2,03
4,92
0
76
-6,54
48,94
0
258
2,46
7,04
0
258

An interesting result is the discovery of a correlation, albeit weak, between
the age of the entrepreneur and the assessment score of the technology level and
engineering skills as indicators of the enterprise’s potential for development in
international markets.
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Regarding the influence of gender, the analysis of variance shows that gender
is related to both: the size of the enterprise and the number of countries in which
the activity is internationalized – predominantly males. However, this effect
turned out to be statistically insignificant due to the high value of Sig., as well as
the unfulfilled condition for equality of dispersions with the Levenе test. As for
the influence of gender on the share of sales revenues on foreign markets, such
correlation has not been established. In conclusion, we can assume that, unlike
age, gender is not a factor of success in the internationalization of the enterprises’
activities.
In the analysis of the impact of education, it was not possible to make a
statistical test of the hypotheses, as almost all surveyed entrepreneurs have a
master’s degree or equivalent degree. This fact could be interpreted as an
advantage of education in the process of internationalization if we take into
account the educational structure of entrepreneurs established by the national
statistics.
In the analysis of the impact of the type of education (economic, technical,
law or other) on the examined measurements of success, only one correlation
was found - in terms of the number of countries in which activities are carried
out, but its statistical significance is questionable (Sig. 0,190). It turns out that
entrepreneurs with technical education (38,1% of all those who provided this
information) work with an average of twice more countries. However, the more
important variables for success are the size of the enterprise and revenues from
sales abroad and the type of education does not have an impact.
The variance analysis of the impact of the duration of professional experience
showed that this factor has the most significant impact on the success of
internationalization, measured as a share of revenues from sales abroad (Sig.
0,003). That is to say that, entrepreneurs with longer professional experience are
able to realize a larger share of sales in foreign countries or achieve a higher
degree of internationalization. With low reliability (Sig. 0,064) it is found that
the longer experience is associated with a higher number of countries in which
the company operates. Table 4 presents the duration of professional experience,
grouped and distributed by different types of experience.
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Table 4: Professional experience of entrepreneurs
Position, position in the previous job
Entrepreneur

Manager

Employee

Worker

Other

Total

Under 5 years’ experience

0,3%

26,8%

7,0%

0,0%

0,0%

34,1%

5 - 10 years’ experience

0,6%

15,9%

4,0%

0,0%

0,0%

20,4%

11 - 15 years’ experience

0,3%

10,4%

1,8%

0,3%

0,0%

12,8%

Over 15 years’ experience

1,2%

22,9%

7,6%

0,3%

0,6%

32,6%

Total

2,4%

75,9%

20,4%

0,6%

0,6%

100,0%

The results, ascertaining a correlation between the duration of the entrepreneur’s
experience and the assessment of the firm’s potential for development in
international markets are interesting. The results are obtained with the help of
Chi-square analysis. This analysis shows a weak correlation between the duration
of the experience and the assessment score of the technology level, engineering,
and organizational skills.
No impact was found from the type of professional experience (both as a type
of job and as a position before starting one’s own business) on the success of
internationalization. Probably, the professional experience contains other, more
significant elements, which the present research has not been able to cover. In
the research there are questions about the availability of specific experience in a
foreign country, but the analysis of variance did not find significant correlations
either between the relevant types of experience in an international environment
and the success of internationalization.
The managerial preparation and training of entrepreneurs has been also a subject
of analysis of variance as a factor variable, but the results of the analysis did not
show statistically significant correlations between its presence and the objective
quantitative measurements of the internationalization success. Only 30.5% of
entrepreneurs stated that they have managerial training, which corresponds to
some extent to the share of those with economic education. Remarkably, the
presence or absence of management training proved to be significant in terms of
assessing the potential for development of the company in international markets.
For example, entrepreneurs with managerial training assess with a higher score the
potential of the enterprise, which is clearly expressed in the indicator “Financing
for international activities”. This discrepancy could be explained with the greater
confidence that entrepreneurs with management training have. Of course, a
review of the answers to the question about the content of management training
shows a very general understanding of entrepreneurs about its nature. In some
cases, they associate it with their education, in which management disciplines
were present, and in most cases, entrepreneurs refrain from giving details about
this training.
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Conclusions
Internationalization is seen as an appropriate even necessary strategy for SMEs
in a limited domestic market such as Bulgaria in the attempts to achieve success
defined by their competitive performance. This study contributes to the extant
literature on international entrepreneurship and SMEs’ competitive performance
by attempting to explain the individual characteristics of Bulgarian entrepreneurs
as a determinant of their internationalization and performance.
The management implications of this study suggest that an in-depth knowledge
of the internal determinants would allow the crafting of an appropriate set of
management approaches, methods, and tools, based on developed management
competencies to use it for a more effective internationalization of the enterprise
and improved competitive performance.
Entrepreneur’s characteristics have a key role in the theory of effectuation.
Effectuation processes start from a given set of entrepreneurs’ characteristics
(traits, abilities), what they know (knowledge), and who they know (social
networks) (Andersson, 2011). A direction for future research in this regard is
to link the effectuation processes with general firm performance and how they
contribute to the timely identification and capture of international business
opportunities, development of international activities, and managing the
uncertainties and dynamic changes in the international market. Another research
avenue is to study context-specific external determinants and how they affect
performance in case of global disruptive events. Studies could also be aimed at
exploring how external determinants interact with, are moderated or mediated
by firm-level and individual-level determinants, and how those determinants
ultimately relate to SMEs’ internationalization and performance.
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