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Abstract 

Internationalization of small business through relationships was the focus of this research. The 

purpose was to identify how international business relationships were initiated, built, and maintained and 

what values and competencies were practiced by successful and award-winning small business owner-

managers in Sri Lanka. The multiple case study method was used with a phenomenological approach to 

analyze in-depth qualitative data collected from face-to-face interviews. The three research questions were: 

1) How were international business relationships initiated, built, and maintained by Sri Lankan SB owner-

managers?, 2) What business relationship competencies did Sri Lankan SB owner-managers demonstrate as 

they engaged in international business relationships? and 3) What did Sri Lankan SB owner-managers 

value as they engaged in international business relationships? The data were triangulated using documents 

and interviews with business experts in selecting information-rich cases.  

Sri Lankan SB managers experienced that close friendships have many benefits in expanding their 

markets, products, technological innovations, and knowledge of business partners and markets. They 

initiated friendships through family and friends. Later such friendships were expanded to new clients with 

the help of their business dyads. Their lived experience is painted through the major theme that 

“relationships in business are like a family.” Within this theme, there were three major essences: “profit is 

not the only motive,” “do the best, give the best, and tell the truth,” and “continuity of friendship means 

continuity of business.” These findings show positive impacts of friendships on international business.   

Acquiring and using appropriate knowledge, personalities that made them like families, skills, 

behaviors, and mutually beneficial relational strategies in international business were the relational 

competencies. The research participants value establishing and continuing mutually beneficial relationships 

as an essential part of their businesses to avoid conflicts on issues in internationalization of their SBs. This 

research witnessed that SB managers have the capability to be sustained in international markets. Building 

family-like relationships took a long time because there were no educational programs designed to develop 

relational competencies. I argue that relationships in business bring many benefits. Identifying positive and 

negative factors of relationships is an important topic for further research.  

 



iv 

  

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
 

Acknowledgements…………….…………………………………………………………..i 

Dedication…………………………………………………………………………………ii 

Abstract…….……………………………………………………………………………..iii 

Table of Contents…………………………………………………………………………iv 

List of Tables….……..……….…………………………………………………………viii 

Appendices…….…..………………………………………………………………………ix 

 

CHAPTER 1……….……………………………………………………………………..1 

Introduction............................................................................................................ 1 

Research Background……..………………………………………..……..……....3 

 Research Problem……..……………………..…………………….………………6 

Purpose of the Research…………..……………..…………………………….....12 

Research Questions………………………………………..……………..………12 

Significance of the Research……………………………..…..…..……..………..12 

Assumptions of the Study…….……………………………..…..…………….…13 

Limitations of the Study…………………………………….....………..……......14  

Researcher’s Experience………………………………..……..…………………14 

Definitions of Terms………………...…………………..……..…….….…….....15 

Structure of the Dissertation….…………………………..……….......................19 

Summary...………………………………………………..…..………………….20 

 

CHAPTER 2…………………………………………………………………………….21 

Review of Literature…………..……………………………………..……..……21 

Review of Recent Research Studies……………………....……………………..21 

The Criteria of the Search………………………………………………………..21 

Theory Oriented Research Studies ……...………………………………..…...…22 



v 

  

Summary of Theory Oriented Research Studies…………………………………37 

Practice Oriented Research Studies..……………….............................................38 

Summary of Practice Oriented Research………………………………………...46 

Review of Theories, Models, and Related Concepts…………………………….46 

Emotional Intelligence Model……………………………………………………47 

Relational Model of Intercultural Communication …..….………………………48 

Experience as the Foundation for Relationship Building ….………………........49 

Cultural Diversity Competence ………………………………………………… 50 

Expectancy-Valence Model…………………………………………………...…50 

Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity…………………………..…..51 

Relational Model of Cross-Cultural Relationship ……………….………………53 

Developmental Model of Intercultural Competence……………………………..54 

Cluster Model of Emotional Competency…………………………………….…55 

Social Capital Theory Perspectives of Relationships……………………………58 

Summary of the Review………………………………………………………….59 

Conclusion……………………………………………………………………….60 

 

CHAPTER 3 ……………………………………………………………………………61 

Research Methodology and Method ……..……..………………...……………..61 

Research Questions………………………………………………………………61 

The Research Method……………………………………………………………62 

Rationale for Selecting the Qualitative Case Study Method………….…………62 

Research Location……………………………………………………………..…64 

Research Participant Recruitment…….………………………………………….64 

Determining the Number of Cases. …………………………………...…………68 

Data Collection Methods…………………………………………...……………69 

             Rationale for Selecting Face-to-Face Informal Interviews………………….…..69 

Document Analysis………………………………………………………………73 



vi 

  

Factors Influencing the Success of This Research……………………………....73 

Assurance of Data Integrity ……….…………………………………………....83 

Triangulation……………………………………………………..…………..….74 

Design and Instrumentation……………………………………………………..75 

Methods of Data Analysis…………………………………………………….....76 

Data Coding and Organization into Themes…………………………………….76 

Data Analysis………………………………………………………………..…..77 

Presentation of the Findings... …………………………………………………..78 

Ethical Issues…………………………………………………………………....78 

 

CHAPTER 4……………………………………………….………………………..….80 

Contextual Background of Participants and Thematic Analysis of Data ….…..80 

 Description of the Research Participants……….……..…………………….….81 

Analysis of Data…………………………………..……………………….…...96 

      Findings…….………………..…………….…………………….......……..….96 

              Q1. How were international business relationships initiated, built, and  

               maintained by Sri Lankan small business owner-managers? .………….….....96 

Q2. What international business relationship competencies did Sri Lankan  

         small business owner-managers demonstrate as they engaged in  

         international business relationships?.......................................................……..108  

        Q3. What did Sri Lankan small business owner-managers value  

as they engaged in international business relationships?....................………..141 

Conclusion………………………………………………..…………………...145 

 

CHAPTER 5…………………………………………………………………………...146 

Discussion, Implications, and Conclusions………..………………………….146 

Discussion ……………………………………………………………...……..146 

Implications……………………………………………………………………159 



vii 

  

             Conclusions…………..…………...…………………….…………....………...165 

References……………………………………………………………….………..……167 

 



viii 

  

 

 
List of Tables 

Table 2.1 Expectancy-Valence Model of Cultural Adaptations…………….. ………….51 

Table 2.2 Theoretical and Empirical Clustering of the Competencies  

                              in the Emotional Intelligence Model ………………….………………………….....….57 



ix 

  

Appendixes 

Appendix A: Summary of Research Participants’ Background Data……………….….194 

Appendix B: A Map of Sri Lanka………………………………………………………196 

Appendix C: Contextual Background of Sri Lankan Social, Cultural, 

   and Business Environment ……………………………………………………….…….197 

Appendix D: IRB Consent Forms and letter sent to participants…………………….....199 

 
 



1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

To gain greater mutual advantage and to ensure mutual survival in the changing global economic 

environment, business firms are now shifting away from their typical method of the arms-length traditional 

buyer-seller transactions, seeking to establish longer-term close business relationships (Wheatley, 1991; 

Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998). In the future, international business relationships will be increasingly 

perceived as a strategic resource similar to other resources such as products and technologies (Friedman, 

2005; Webster, 1992; Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998; Zain & Ng, 2006).  Although internationalization of 

small businesses (SBs) and cross-cultural relationships has been discussed in many different ways by 

different researchers, we know little about what determines a successful business relationship (Williams, 

Han, & Qualls, 1998).  

In spite of its usefulness, there is little research on internationalization of small business and cross-

cultural business relationships. Even with the little research that interconnects the two terms, 

“internationalization of small businesses” and “cross-cultural business relationships,” the cross-cultural 

business relationship is not yet recognized as a strategic dimension of the internationalization of small 

businesses (Zain & Ng, 2006). Though small businesses have a long history of providing over 75% world’s 

new jobs, there is an immense number of challenges to surmount in the 21st century (Makino, Yamada, & 

Fry, 2005). Maintaining fruitful business relationships between international business partners and 

managers are perceived as capable of easing out many of the possible challenges arising from the emerging 

global business environment (Zain & Ng, 2006). However, the importance of maintaining international 

business relationships is rarely discussed in the literature (Shafir, 2004). The dearth of literature indicates 

that the topic of cross-cultural business relationships has not yet gained the attention of researchers, 

especially adult and human resource education program designers and practitioners. Hence, what 

competencies need to be developed to build and sustain productive business relationships between small 

business owner-managers has become important research to pursue in this study.   

 The aim of this study is to identify the type of international business relationship competencies 

demonstrated by the successful small-business owners and managers who have been nationally and 

internationally recognized as successful role models. This research does not cover large corporate 
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multinational businesses and their expatriate employees. The research participants are Sri Lankan small 

business owner-managers who have established international businesses–either exports and imports or joint 

manufacturing and marketing businesses–and maintained close business relationships with their 

international business partners.   

 Further, there is little research that combines the two terms: internationalization of small business 

and cross-cultural business relationships. Notably, there is no commonly agreed upon definition or an 

agreement of what entails cross-cultural relationship. Some studies use the term intercultural friendship, 

while some others use the term intercultural relationship as close synonym for cross-cultural relationships 

(Pie-Wen, 2004). The term international relationship is also understood as cross-cultural relationship and or 

intercultural friendship between business partners. Throughout this dissertation, I use the term international 

business relationship competency, which gives the same meaning as cross-cultural or intercultural business 

relationship competency.  

In the previous literature, cross-cultural business relationships have been understood and discussed 

in a variety of ways. Some of the terms utilized in the literature include long-term business relationships, 

buyer-seller partnerships, strategic alliances, joint ventures, network organizations, and cross-marketing 

agreements (Gross & Newman, 1989; Oliver, 1990; Webster, 1992). International business relationships in 

this study refer to person-to-person close friendships which enable them to operate their businesses 

smoothly and help them sustain international businesses over a long period of time. Person-to-person 

business relationships include not only long-term business relationships and international buyer-seller 

partnerships (exports and imports), but they also include joint-venture partnerships between Sri Lankan and 

overseas business partners. A close business relationship signifies a relationship that has progressed from 

solely formal interactions to relaxed, informal interactions. Informal relationships allow each partner to 

interact more freely, and therefore they are able to discuss issues and ideas openly (Pie-Wen, 2004). 

Relationship competencies coordinate with an individual’s knowledge, attitudes, strategic behaviors, 

adaptability, and the variety of skills used to initiate and sustain inter-personal and or inter-organizational 

relationships for mutual gains (Boyatzis, Goleman, & Rhee, 2000; Gudykunst, 1994; Gudykunst, Wiseman, 

& Hammer, 1977; Huang, Rayner, & Zhuang, 2003; Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985; Williams & Bent, 1996).   
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Because the chosen research topic has not yet been discussed in adult education or other closely 

related fields, there is no suitable model to use as the theoretical foundation for this study. Therefore, I 

chose to base this research upon closely related perspectives and competency models that have been used in 

other disciplines, including psychology, anthropology, sociology, business, and entrepreneurship. It is my 

hope that this research approach will contribute to the adult and human resource education fields by 

expanding the horizons and adding business relationship studies as a new research stream. The findings of 

this research will not only be important for adult and human resource educators who are interested in 

designing effective educational programs for small business owners and business people who hope to 

internationalize their enterprises, but also to theoreticians, business development advisors, and researchers 

to align their research, tasks, strategies, and knowledge for better results.   

The subsequent sections in this introductory chapter include a brief background of the research 

topic, the problem statement, research questions, purpose and significance of the study, underlying 

assumptions, and limitations. Then the author’s background and research interests, definitions of the terms 

used in this study, a brief introduction to the proceeding chapters, and conclusions are presented. 

Research Background 

 In the onset of globalization, the geographical boundaries are fading as new paradigms emerge. 

Old traditions of doing business are changing with the emergence of the concept of the global village 

(Friedman, 2005).  In this transformation of business environments, internationalization of small businesses 

and cross-border person-to-person business relationships are important emerging phenomena to gain 

greater advantages. In order to prepare small business people for the new global business environment, it is 

important for them to understand the relationships between these emerging phenomena and to equip them 

with needed competencies to overcome likely challenges.  

 Developing the necessary international business relationship competencies within small business 

owners has been identified as an important strategic approach to the internationalization of small businesses 

in the recent research literature (Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998; Zain & Ng, 2006).  Building mutually 

beneficial business relationships has been viewed as a strategy to take greater competitive advantage by the 

best use of scarce resources and to penetrate lucrative global markets for mutual advantage, survival, 

expansion, and growth of their businesses (Wheatley, 1991; Zain & Ng, 2006). In line with this notion, 
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developing required competencies to form and maintain long-term mutually beneficial business 

relationships has become an important component of expanding small businesses internationally.  

As Friedman (2005) states, we are living in a rapidly changing world; globalization today is a 

much broader, much more profound phenomenon compared to the old traditions: “the walls had fallen and 

the windows had opened, making the world much flatter than it had ever been—but the age of seamless 

global communication had not dawned” (p. 55). Friedman emphasizes the emerging need of collaboration 

and human relations in the forthcoming future. “It is not simply about how governments, business, and 

people communicate, not just about how organizations interact, but is about the emergence of completely 

new social, political, and business models” (Friedman, 2005, p. 45).  International collaboration at all levels 

is a crucial factor for economic development in all communities in the current globalization of businesses. 

Collaboration across different cultures, societies, expectations, abilities, and resources is needed to address 

the inequalities that exist in any society (Friedman, 2005). Thus, intercultural understanding and learning to 

work with heterogeneous communities is an ability that we all should develop.  It is essential for all of us to 

expand contemporary knowledge and adjust our thinking and behaviors to suit and sustain new 

environments in today’s world. Human competency comes into play in establishing mutually beneficial 

cross-cultural relationships in today’s business environment.  

In the present globalized environment, small business owners are looking for opportunities to 

develop intercultural business relationships to expand their businesses beyond geographic borders (Zain & 

Ng, 2006). Ohmae (1990) emphasizes that in the emerging borderless world, customers have access to the 

world markets and they pay no attention to where products are made; at the same time, companies deploy 

resources on a global scale in search of competitive advantages. The dynamics of these global business 

environments are forcing companies to cooperate through close business relationships in order to compete 

and survive because the relationships that are built through this experience allow them to share the risks 

that may be involved (Ghauri, 2000; Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998).  This is especially true in the global 

economic, technological, social, and cultural environments that have changed due to fast-moving 

technological and knowledge advances (Friedman, 2005).  In these changing economies, an individual’s 

knowledge, abilities, perceptions, expectations, worldviews, preferences, and behaviors have become 

important considerations, because these factors can have profound effects and can change the old social and 



5 

  

cultural order (Kim, 2002). For example, Kim states that “varied cultural, social, and structural processes 

lead to differences in the emphasis placed on the importance of self-direction and other directions, and 

corresponding communication patterns for the individual” (2002, p. 5).  This relationship building by 

necessity is between individuals, and therefore, individuals need to develop a set of competencies to cope 

with the changing global business environments to sustain their businesses (Barham & Wiils, 1992).  

 Researchers have found many positive attributes of cross-cultural business relationships in 

achieving international business success. For example, building intercultural relationships is a precondition 

of success; without an established relationship, there may be failures in cross-border business transactions 

(Black et al., 1999).  Shafir (2004) states that the success of cross-border alliances is largely dependent on 

inter-partner cooperation, inter-firm cooperation, and trust.  Trust development, commitment, attachments, 

and conflict reductions are some of the major attributes of international business relationships that will 

escalate joint payoffs. Sharing risks is also viewed as a positive contribution of close business relationships 

(Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998). In addition, trust, commitment, and tolerance result in the longevity and 

stability of the business. Shafir further states that a relationship is an asset known as “relationship capital” 

(2004, p. 147). Yan (1998) suggests that cooperation does not emerge automatically; it arises in situations 

of conflict and interdependence. Interdependence requires mutual accommodation by all parties in a cross-

border partnership. It is impossible to gain benefit out of a cross-border business independently because 

each firm depends on its partner’s behavior, mutual collaboration, and predictability of future responses 

(Yan, 1998). Conflict may occur at any stage of a business due to differences in partner goals, lack of trust, 

and ambiguous contracts that drive conflicts (Shafir, 2004).  Trust developed over a period of time based on 

mutual relationships between partners helps resolve many such ambiguities and conflicts, ensuring win-win 

business partnerships (Shafir, 2004). 

 The resource perspective of cross-cultural relationships suggests that relationships even increase 

resource transactions among business partners that make firms more cost effective (Williams, Han, & 

Qualls, 1998). Likewise, person-to-person relationships between owners-managers of small business 

organizations have been viewed positively. Based on its usefulness and relevance to the current global 

business environment, I have chosen to study international business relationship competencies within 
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successful small business owner-managers as an important research topic. Having established the 

importance of the topic, the next section describes the problems central to this research theme. 

The Research Problem 

 After careful examination of the research literature, a series of interrelated problems has 

been found in relation to the chosen topic. Some of the key problems surrounding this study are discussed 

below with a view to situate the current study in potentially relevant context and narrow the focus to a few 

overarching research questions that this study can address. Each of these problem areas listed below is dealt 

with in detailed descriptions in the subsequent section.     

1.   International business relationship competency is a severely neglected area of research. 

2.  Small business owners/managers are a neglected group of research participants in cross-cultural 

relationship building research.  

3.  Cross-cultural competency models developed in many other fields, such as communication and 

psychology, are outdated or lack a comprehensive model that can be used to lay the 

foundation for this study.   

4.  Terminological variations and overlaps. 

5.  Confusing theoretical and conceptual foundations. 

6.  Methodological differences in research hinder the ability to gain deep understanding of the 

reality in the current socio-economic and socio-cultural environments. 

 Therefore, the chosen topic has been identified as being very timely and important research. The 

following are brief descriptions of above mentioned problems. 

 
International Business Relationship Competency is a severely Neglected Area of Research 

There is a dearth of research on international business relationships. It is a fact that the area of 

international business relationship has received little attention (Huang et al., 2003; Gaines & Liu, 2000). 

Moran and Stripp (1991) stated that there is not a significant body of literature about international business 

relationship competencies and that most of what is being written is not saying very much to those who are 

working on a day-to-day basis with practical problems that need solutions. Only a few studies have dealt 
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with understanding intercultural friendships or intercultural relationship building between individuals in 

academia (Pei-Wen, 2004). Chen (2002) and Gaines and Liu (2000) pointed out that, surprisingly, another 

type of intercultural relationship—intercultural friendship—has remained unexplored by researchers 

despite the fact that it is relatively more prevalent and influential in individual’s lives.  Cargile (1998) states 

that studies attempting to understand friendships across cultural contexts have been severely neglected. 

The lack of research in international business relationship competencies has become a hindering 

factor in international small business development. Cross-cultural relationship building is mainly discussed 

in other fields such as communication, psychology, and anthropology; this will be a new research area in 

adult and human resource education. Due to a lack of research literature, there are no specific conceptual or 

theoretical viewpoints directly relevant to the topic from which this study can be based. 

 

Small Business Owners and Managers are a Neglected Group in Relationship Research  

During the literature review, it became obvious that the cross-cultural relationship studies were 

limited to research participants in academia and expatriate executives in large multinational businesses. The 

participants of all the studies I reviewed were targeted either because they were employees of large 

multinational businesses and their subsidiaries or they were in academic and student communities. 

Moreover, research in the academic community was limited to serve middle class Americans as the primary 

participants (Rawlings, 1992). The area of intercultural business relationships has received little attention to 

date (Huang et al., 2003). 

Gaines and Liu (2000) state that a few conceptual and empirical articles and chapters address 

interpersonal and inter-group relations, but no major studies have attempted to identify the type of 

competencies that are required to develop within small business owner-managers. A few articles based on 

empirical research address interpersonal and inter-group relations, but not intercultural relationships 

between small business owners and managers (Gaines & Liu, 2000). Other cross-culture related research by 

Hofstede (1979), Kealey (1996), Shafir (2004), and Vulpe, Kealey, Protheroe, and MacDonald (2001) uses 

employees of large multinational corporations as research participants.  

Researchers such as Cupach and Imahori (1993), Hogan-Garcia (1999), Sternberg and Grigorenko 

(2004), and Ting-Toomey and Korzenny (1991) use academics, students, and educational exchangers as 
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research participants to identify friendship building competencies in their relational identity, identity 

management, and third culture building theories. For example, Rawlins (1992) presented his findings about 

intercultural friendships in his book titled Friendship Matters.  However, one important limitation of his 

book is that he studied the middle class American’s experience of friendships (Cargile, 1998).  It has been a 

prevailing phenomenon in academia where middle class Americans serve as the primary participants in 

research (Rawlings, 1992). The participants of all the studies I have found are either employees of large 

multinational businesses or their subsidiaries or people involved in academics and student communities.  In 

the history, researchers such as Knapp (1984) and Varner and Beamer (2006) in their cross-cultural 

communication models emphasize that cross-cultural relationships are a function of communication and 

linguistic capabilities. These examples show research is skewed towards individuals outside of business 

contexts and is limited to communication and psychology fields.    

Cross-cultural Competency Models Developed in Many Other Fields are Outdated   

   Previous cross-cultural relationship research is skewed towards national cultural dimensions and 

the field of communication. There is a tendency in research to focus only on national cultural differences. 

Many researchers use Hofstede’s (1979) national cultural dimensions, and individual differences are rarely 

discussed in cross-cultural research. Cross-cultural competencies are directly related to an individual and 

not to national cultures. It is important to “develop individuals with competencies needed to work 

effectively amid cultural diversity” (Schuler, Jackson, & Lue, 2004, p. 141).  “One of the single biggest 

variables in the success of cross-border alliance is culture, and more specifically cultural differences or 

distances between companies” need to be reduced (Schuler, et al., 2004, p. 119).  In this scenario, 

intercultural relationships become important bridges between people from different cultures to manage 

their business affairs effectively (Zain & Ng, 2006).  However, no major research has been done to identify 

the type of competencies required to build sustainable international business relationships between small 

business people.  

 There has been some research in this area within the field of psychology. For example, a few 

researchers have identified progressive stages of intercultural relationship building among non-business 

participants such as students and romantic couples.  Knapp (1984), one of the researchers who identified a 
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ten-stage model of relationship building among intercultural bisexual and same-sex couples, emphasizes 

that building intercultural relationships is an art and a science that requires mastering certain competencies. 

He relates this topic purely to the communication field, ignoring many other valuable factors such as 

individuals’ behavior, credibility, and social identity, which affect cross-cultural relationship building.    

 In the current high-tech globalization arena, researchers need to pay attention to conduct new 

research to identify how the new technology facilitates building long-lasting business relationships.  

Particularly, an asynchronous new medium of communication may require a new set of skills and 

competencies to cope with the changing global market requirements.  Although a little research is out there, 

no one has compiled it to make use of the differing viewpoints and types of competencies that have been 

used for developing cross-cultural relationships. The few cross-cultural competency models developed in 

other fields are outdated; therefore, new philosophical foundations that can apply to today’s global 

economies are in need. For example, Hofstede’s (1976) seminal research identified five major culture-

specific behavioral dimensions: individualistic versus collectivistic, masculinity versus femininity, long 

versus short term orientation, uncertainty avoidance, and power distance in different nations. This research 

was conducted between 1963 and 1973, using IBM employees as the research participants. McClelland’s 

(1961) research that identified a set of entrepreneurial competencies among successful business people who 

were operating in the Needs for Achievement mode is now more than 48 years old. Bennett’s 

developmental model of intercultural sensitivity was developed in the 1980’s (Paige, 1993). Though many 

of us still consider these models valid, the global environment has changed tremendously. Hence, new 

research is needed to test old models and to develop new models and theoretical foundations in line with 

global changes.    

There were two dominant bodies of research related to cross-cultural relationship competency in 

the available literature. One body of research mainly focused on communication as the key competency of 

cross-cultural relationships, within a majority of previous theories and models skewed towards 

communication competence in people (Garling, Millett, Mattsson, & Johnston, 2002; Imahori & Lanigan, 

2001; Knapp, 1961; Nishida, 1985). The second body of research focused only on national-level cultural 

differences proposed by Hofstede (1980), with the objective of preparing people to develop their 

knowledge and skills to cope with national cultural issues but ignoring individual differences. For example, 
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Brislin (1981), Bennett (1993), Wiseman et al. (1987), and Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) framed 

their research based on national cultural differences. Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) added business 

protocols as means of forming and maintaining intercultural business relationships by adding new 

dimensions such as manners and bonding into the existing literature. However, this study overlooked 

critical areas such as language, communication, and behavioral differences of individuals. Friman et al. 

(2002) added two key dimensions, commitment and trust, by relating them to several theories and 

demonstrating their importance in the process of intercultural relationship formation. The majority of these 

two bodies of research can be broadly categorized as biased toward macro-culture and communication 

competence. 

 Terminological Variations and Overlaps 

Abe and Wiseman (1983) complained about the usage of a variety of conflicting terminology, 

such as intercultural adaptation, intercultural effectiveness, and cultural multiplicity, to describe the same 

phenomenon. Spitzberg (1989) stated that there was no common consensus among researchers. Spitzberg 

and Cupach (1989) found 136 distinct conceptual labels attached to factors empirically derived and 

associated with competence. Spitzberg (1989) used the term ability for competence and Ruban (1976) used 

effectiveness instead of competence. Thus, there was a need for new directions to develop a set of 

commonly agreeable terminologies to enable future researchers to further expand this field.  

 

Confusing Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations 

Differing theoretical and conceptual foundations and overlap in concepts and domains of cultural 

competencies were found. There was no single study that incorporated differing viewpoints and theoretical 

models proposed by various researchers. Hence, collaborative research effort and expansion of previous 

conceptual foundations towards a common model of cross cultural relationships was lacking. All of the 

researchers attempted to develop their own conceptualizations and interpretations. For example, one set of 

researchers who favored an outcome-based approach proposed seven behavioral dimensions of intercultural 

effectiveness (Nishida, 1985; Ruban, 1976, 1977; Ruban & Kealey, 1979). Wiseman and Hammer (1977) 

suggested cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains of intercultural competencies. Williams and Bent 

(1996) suggested cognitive, self-orientation, and others orientation domains. Thus, many different domains 
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and viewpoints about studying cross-cultural relationship competencies were discussed with no common 

agreement among researchers. 

The lack of an integrated model or approach to cross-cultural theory building effort was obvious. 

For example, Paige and Martin (1983) suggested three dimensions of cultural competence: (a) behavior 

requirements (active/passive), (b) risk of failure and/or self-disclosure (low/high), and (c) culture learning 

focus (cognitive/affective/behavioral) constituted cultural competence; Hoopes (1981) suggested that the 

qualities of an ethnorelativistic person (culturally competent) were awareness, understanding, acceptance, 

respect, and appreciation; Gudykunst (1994) suggested knowledge and skills as cross-cultural 

competencies; and Bennett (1993) suggested cognitive, affective and behavioral domains as cross-cultural 

competencies. All these serve to confuse new researchers entering into this research field.  

 

 Methodological Differences in Research Hinder the Ability to Gain Deep Understanding of the Reality in 

the Current Socio-economic and Socio-cultural Environments.  

Methodological differences of research limit the ability to gain deeper understanding in current 

socio-economic and socio-cultural environments. Much of the above research by anthropologists 

(Hofstede) and social psychologists (Bennett) has used quantitative methods. Even the recent research 

articles by several researchers are heavily dependent on quantitative methods. Most available research 

limits the depth of our understanding of reality. Except Shapiro, Ozanne, and Saatcioglu (2008), all other 

researchers used either quantitative or mixed method research to study cross-cultural differences and 

related models. As Patton (2002) states, qualitative methods, such as life story and qualitative case studies, 

have the capability to explore deeply into the individuals’ inner minds and real-life experiences that are 

more appropriately explained by qualitative or phenomenological methods. In-depth qualitative research 

has the capability to capture hidden layers of inner behaviors and minds and is more suitable for cross-

cultural studies (Patton, 2002). Thus, many of those studies carry methodological biases, as many of them 

cited as limitations of the research.    

In summary, though adult education is considered an interdisciplinary field (Merriam & 

Caffarella, 2001) and has the capacity to accommodate and expand vast areas of research, the topic of 

international business relationship competencies within small business owner-managers is rarely discussed. 
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For that reason, there is a need to study international business relationship competencies within small 

business people. The following section describes the purpose of the research.   

 

Purpose of the Research 

 The purpose of this study is to identify how international business relationships are initiated, built, 

and maintained by Sri Lankan small business owner- managers. It is my expectation that the findings will 

be useful in designing training and educational  

programs for small business people to develop and enhance their international business relationship 

competencies in initiating and sustaining internationalization of their small businesses. Having this purpose 

in mind, the following research questions were formulated.  

Research Questions 

Q1. How were international business relationships initiated, built, and maintained by Sri Lankan 

small business owner-managers?  

Q2. What international business relationship competencies did Sri Lankan small business owner-

managers demonstrate as they engage in international business relationships? 

Q3. What did Sri Lankan small business owner-managers value as they engaged in international 

business relationships? 

Significance of This Research 

The chosen topic of this study is a new research area in the Adult Education and Human Resource 

Development field. Internationalization of small business is an emerging trend in the global economic 

environment. In this global trend, individuals’ competencies to initiate, build, and maintain mutual business 

relationships enable them to penetrate into new markets and expand the existing markets internationally. 

Many researchers agree that there are opportunities for small business owners to increase their market share 

by collaborating with business partners internationally, thus using scarce resources more effectively 

(Friman, et al., 2002; Huang, et al., 2003; Kim, 2001; Schuler, Jackson, & Lue, 2004; Zain & Ng, 2006; 

Zhu, 2003). Small business persons will be disadvantaged if they are not equipped with necessary 

intercultural competencies to deal with new cross-national business encounters (Zain & Ng, 2006).  In this 

situation, small business owner-managers are important research participants. It is my hope that this 
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research will contribute to the body of research literature in the fields of international business and cross-

cultural business education and adult and human resource education. 

Friedman (2005) viewed cross-border collaboration as a much broader phenomenon and cross-

border relationships as important components within the larger picture of international collaboration. He 

states that  

Collaboration is not the ability to hire cheap labor in India. From the Indian workers 

perspective that same form of collaboration, outsourcing, could be seen as another name 

for empowering individuals in the developing world as never before, enabling them to 

nurture, exploit, and profit from their God-given intellectual talents—talents that before 

the flattening of the world often rotted on the docks of Bombay and Calcutta… 

(Friedman, 2005, p. 205)  

Close relationships and friendships between communities are important components that bring mutual 

benefits to all. Friedman further states that “in-forming, though, also involves searching for friends, allies, 

and collaborators.  It is empowering the formation of global communities, across all international and 

cultural boundaries, which is another critically important flattening function” (Friedman, 2005, p. 157). 

Likewise, international business collaboration through international business relationships is seen as one of 

the ways to mobilize resources for competitive advantage.  

This research uses a qualitative case study method to collect both emic (insider’s perspective) and 

etic (outsider’s perspective) data that will provide an in-depth understanding about the reality of 

international business relationships and the type of competencies found within successful business people.  

This study uses information-rich cases that generate valuable rich data. Overall, this study is significant as 

it will open a new research arena within the adult and human resource education, and international business 

education fields. 

Assumptions of the Study 

This study is carried out based on several assumptions: 

1.  Small business people are looking for international business opportunities due to a limited 

market at the local or national level and their lack of competitive advantage. 
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2.   Small business people have the willingness, capacity, and need for internationalizing their 

businesses. Hence, they need to enhance their cross-cultural relationship building 

competencies. 

 

3.   Intercultural relationships play a major role in developing positive attitudes to carry out 

business with partners from other countries.  

 

4.  Cross-cultural business relationship competency building should not be limited to disciplines 

such as communication, psychology, and business. Adult and human resource educators also 

have the responsibility to develop programs for emerging small business communities, as my 

research will expand the horizon of the field.  

 

5.   Intercultural/international understanding is the key to building long-term relationships and 

networks, which ultimately leads to building trust. Trust is the key to success in the 

international business sphere.   

 
Limitations of the Study 

1.  The major limitation is that this study only covers Sri Lankan business people and the findings 

are limited to 10 case participants. Hence, the ability to generalize the findings is limited.    

 

2.  It does not cover the dyadic partners in relationship with the chosen research participants to 

reconfirm and crosscheck the findings and perspectives. Since each research participant has 

personal relationships with many business partners from more than 20 countries, it is 

practically impossible to carry out international research without financial support. Hence, a 

lack of finance and time limit the scope of research. 

 

Researcher’s Experience 

I have had more than fifteen years of experience advising and training small business people in Sri 

Lanka.  I have also had the advantage of being in the team to design the first comprehensive 

entrepreneurship training for different target groups. Further, I carried out experiments by implementing 

different training models for small business people in Sri Lanka since 1986, when I worked as a deputy 

executive director of business development.  I also held senior positions such as director and managing 

director of the Business Management Bureau Lanka, which has been one of the leading organizations in 

small business development effort in Sri Lanka.  I served several other key business development 
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organizations, such as the Industrial Development Board and Sri Lanka Business Development Center in 

Sri Lanka. In those positions I actively engaged in research related to small business and economic 

development and I designed educational programs. I have carried out several research studies that serve as 

the preliminary research related to the topic in focus of this dissertation. Thus, I have had exposure to the 

small business community and already built up rapport with many business owners and managers in Sri 

Lanka.   

I have relevant education, experience, and interest to carry out this research. I have a BA in 

Economics and Statistics as well as Postgraduate Diplomas in Economics and Urban Development. In 

addition, I have a Masters of Business Administration (MBA), an MSc in Scientific and Technical 

Communication (MSTC), and an MA in Comparative International Development Education (CIDE). 

I already completed preliminary research (Hewapathirana, 2006) about the perceptions and needs 

of intercultural relationship building among small business communities in Sri Lanka and Minnesota. In 

addition, I have done research in Sri Lanka and India to identify what makes women in those countries 

successful as business owners (Hewapathirana, 1992). During the last fifteen years of my work in advising 

small businesses in Sri Lanka, I observed that small business owners are also the managers of their 

businesses who take major decisions regarding their businesses, especially in doing international business. 

Thus, my previous research experience and observations are useful contributions to this study in 

understanding the capabilities and limitations of small business organizations.  

Definitions of Terms 

Some of the terms commonly used in this study are listed in this section.  It is noteworthy that the 

following terms have no specific final definitions commonly agreed in any of the fields of study that have 

published a small body of literature.  It is apparent that the definitions of terms used in the previous 

research vary depending on the researchers’ theoretical orientation, interest, and situations.  Given below 

are the most frequently used definitions found in the literature. Where applicable, I have given my own 

definitions formulated specially for this study. The purpose of providing these definitions is to provide an 

understanding of the meaning of different terms used in the literature and to show the complexity of 

deriving a commonly agreed terminology relevant to this study. Many of the definitions I use are given 

throughout the text where appropriate for the reader’s convenience.    
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• Culture  

The term culture has had multiple meanings in different disciplines and different contexts 

(Huntington, 2000).  Culture is a “learned set of shared interpretations about beliefs, values, and norms, 

which affect the behaviors of a relatively large group of people” (Lustig & Koester, 1999, p. 30).  Hall 

(1973) relates culture to communication. Culture represents people’s lifestyles.  Lives consist of a series of 

communication events and information exchanges.  Some anthropologists define culture as that complex 

whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, customs, and any capabilities and habits acquired 

by a person as a member of society (Symington, 1983).  Hofstede emphasizes culture as a thick description 

and also software of the mind (Hofstede, 2001). It is used to refer to the entire way of life of a society, its 

values, practices, symbols, institutions, and human relationships.  He also defines culture as the collective 

programming of the human mind that distinguishes one group from another (2001). 

Porter (2000) says attitudes, values, and beliefs are sometimes collectively referred to as culture. 

In an epistemological sense, culture is related to the emergence of specifically human processes and 

distinctively human production—of transforming tools, signs, meanings—in general, that make up the 

social nature of a human. In an anthropological sense, culture is a set of activities, practices, forms of life, 

beliefs, and values featured in their day-to-day lives (Berry, Dasen, & Saraswathi, 1996).  Hence, culture is 

fundamentally related to the dynamics of human relations and social practices that emerge within an 

individual (Berry, et al., 1996). In this study, culture refers to an individual’s pattern of thinking, behaviors, 

attitudes, beliefs, expectations, values, and ways of dealing with other people in relationships with them. 

• Economic Culture  

Porter (2000) uses the term economic culture.  Economic culture is defined as the beliefs, 

attitudes, and values that bear on the economic activities of individuals, organizations, and other 

institutions.  Economic culture in a nation is strongly influenced by the prevailing ideas or paradigms about 

the economy.   

• Cross-cultural Relationships/ Intercultural Relationships 

Cross-cultural relationships and intercultural relationships are often used as synonyms. Certain 

elements of different cultures intersect or combine (Berry, Dasen, & Saraswathi, 1996). Culture is seen as 
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essentially related to the dynamics of human relations and social practice. Close intercultural relationships 

operate on a psychological level of knowledge; if an intercultural relationship develops into an intimacy 

then the relationship moves from a cultural level of knowledge to the psychological level of knowledge 

(Gudykunst & Kim, 1984; Miller & Steinberg, 1975).  A competent intercultural relationship approximates 

an interpersonal relationship. A personal relationship is seen as an asset based on personal knowledge and 

trust established in previous interactions. It is called relationship capital (Shafir, 2004). Personal 

relationships are not transferable, as they are the bonds between dyads developed over time. 

• Intercultural Competence 

Different researchers define intercultural competence in a variety of ways. Intercultural 

competence involves knowledge, motivation, and skills to interact effectively and appropriately with 

members of different cultures (Wiseman, 2001).  Intercultural competence is also understood as an 

interpersonal skill (Hogan-Garcia, 1999).  Intercultural competence includes culture-specific and culture-

general understanding and positive regards for each other (Wiseman et al., 1987).  Gudykunst, Wiseman, 

and Hammer (1977) use cognitive, affective, and behavioral aspects as intercultural competence.  

• Intercultural Communication Competence 

Intercultural communication competence has been understood as the communication skills that 

result in cross-cultural adjustment, cross-cultural adaptation, intercultural understanding, overseas success, 

personal growth/adjustment, cross-cultural effectiveness, and satisfaction with overseas experience (Ruban 

& Kealey, 1979; Wiseman, 2001). Competent intercultural communication is also equated to competent 

interaction that is appropriate to the context in which the interaction occurs (Spitzberg, 1988).  Ruban 

(1976) identified seven dimensions of communication competence that ensure effectiveness in overseas 

assignments: display of respect, interaction posture, orientation to knowledge, empathy, role behavior, 

interaction management, and tolerance for ambiguity.  Wiseman (2001) identifies the ability to deal with 

psychological stress, ability to communicate effectively, and ability to establish interpersonal relationships. 

Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) isolated three conditions: knowledge, motivation, and skills, as part of 

communication competencies.  As cited in Wiseman (2001), if an interactant is lacking one of these 

conditions, the likelihood of competent intercultural communication is significantly diminished. Gudykunst 

(1993), in his anxiety-uncertainty management theory, states that effective communication is related to 
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one’s ability to minimize misunderstandings with members of other cultures.  Hence, the ability to 

minimize misunderstanding has also been considered an important communication competence. 

• Relational Competence 

Relational skills are referred to relational competencies (Wiseman, 2001).  Factors such as mutual 

fulfillment of autonomy, intimacy, mutual attraction, mutual trust, and relational network integration are 

associated with relational competence (Wiseman, 2001).  

• Cross-cultural Business Relationships  

Cross-cultural business relationships are defined using a variety of names ranging from long-term 

relationships, buyer-seller partnerships, strategic alliances, joint ventures, network organizations to fully 

integrated hierarchical firms, and cross-marketing agreements, etc. (Oliver, 1990; Webster, 1992).   “The 

chances of success of cross-national business relationships are determined particularly by the appreciation 

and understanding that each country partner has of the other’s social as well as structural bonding 

requirements and expectations” (Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998, p. 135).   

• Small Business 

The term small business (SB) is defined as one that is independently owned and operated, is 

organized for profit, is not dominant in its field, and has fewer than 500 employees (SBA, 2004).  For this 

study, I define small business as a unit of operation that functions as a service, trading, or manufacturing 

unit, is organized for profit, and has fewer than 500 full-time employees, irrespective of its location. The 

owner could be an individual or a group of individuals.  In this study, small enterprise (SE) is also used as a 

synonym for SB. 

• Interculturally  Effective Person  

“A person who has the ability to cope personally, professionally, and in their family context with 

the conditions and challenges of living and working in another culture” (Vulpe, Kealey, Protheroe, & 

Macdonald, 2001, p. 14). 

• Intercultural Effectiveness 

Intercultural effectiveness is defined in terms of the “individual’s competence to utilize 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills to work productively with persons of other cultures” (Young, 1973, p. 59).  
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Intercultural effectiveness is used as an umbrella term that includes motivation, knowledge of required 

information, competent communication skills, sensitivity to feedback from others (Berger, 1979), and 

cognitive flexibility to accommodate others’ feedback (Gudykunst, 1992).   

• Motivation 

Morreale, Spitzberg, and Barge (2001) define motivation as a set of feelings, intentions, needs, 

and drives associated with the anticipation of or actual engagement in intercultural communication.  

Motivation can include underlying factors such as anxiety, perceived social distance, attraction, 

ethnocentrism, prejudice, and influencing skills.  When people have positive motivation, they will seek out 

and engage in interaction with others.  That type of motivation can reduce the negative influences and 

increase the positive influences on their motivation to communicate and have relationships with members 

of different cultures.   

• Trust 

Willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the cooperation 

that the other will perform a particular action based on inner trust of the other party (Shafir, 2004). 

The definitions cited above are used by the previous researchers. Since there are no commonly 

agreed-upon definitions in the field, I intend to define terms within the text where appropriate. It is my 

hope that new definitions for some of these terms may derive from my data analysis.    

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

 The theme of international business relationship competencies is still evolving as an important 

area.  Therefore, many aspects of it need to be discussed.  However, for the purpose of narrowing down my 

research focus based on my literature review, I have chosen to focus on one overarching research question: 

What international relationship competencies do small business owners and managers in Sri Lanka 

demonstrate as they initiate, form, and maintain international business relationships?  In order to present 

my research, I use the following structure for this study. 

In chapter 2, the literature review, I describe different perspectives, models, and related theories of 

intercultural relationship competencies to understand whether theoretical (conceptual) frameworks already 

exist to lay the foundation for my research.  It is noteworthy that there is no commonly agreed-upon model 
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that depicts the process of international relationship development or a set of competencies.  However, for 

laying a theoretical foundation for this study, I reviewed several foundational research studies and models, 

such as the three-factor model suggested by Gudykunst, Wiseman, and Hammer (1977).  Their model 

consists of cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains of intercultural competences.  Another model, 

suggested by Williams and Bent (1996), is also useful for my study.  Williams and Bent’s model includes 

cognitive, self-orientation, and others-orientation domains. Thus, chapter 2 includes a comprehensive 

review of relevant literature with differing perspectives of cross-cultural relationships, which is the closest 

term for international relationships used by previous researchers.   

Chapter 3 describes the method used in carrying out the research and data analysis and the 

framework used in the research. Chapter 4 summarizes the themes emerging from data analysis.  Chapter 5 

includes a discussion of the key findings and their implications for practice and theory in the 

internationalization of small businesses and the adult and human resource education field. Then it provides 

a guide for future research and my conclusion. 

Summary 
 

 Many researchers have observed that those small business owner-managers who desire to expand 

their businesses internationally, must develop their competencies to form and sustain meaningful and 

mutually beneficial relationships.  Thus, studying international business relationship competencies has been 

identified as an important research topic for adult educators to design appropriate educational programs for 

small business communities. The major themes of findings are presented and analyzed to determine 

possible implications on practice and theory.    
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CHAPTER 2 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 

The purpose of this literature review is to explore previous research, theories, concepts, 

competency models, practical perspectives, methodologies, and philosophical orientations discussed in a 

variety of disciplines in relation to international business relationships. It was my goal to explore what 

research has been done previously to highlight issues and needs that this study or future studies might 

illuminate. To gain a broader understanding of the phenomenon, this review includes relevant literature 

from several other disciplines, such as social psychology, philosophy, communication, marketing, and 

entrepreneurship. Some of the relevant conceptual models discussed in other disciplines are used in chapter 

5 to compare some of the findings in order to illuminate possible implications for theory and validate my 

research.   

This chapter contains two sections. The first section includes a detailed review of a few selected 

empirical research studies directly relevant to cross-cultural business relationships and which were 

published between 2002 and 2008. The second section consists of a brief summary of the salient points 

related to theories, view points, and concepts discussed in the literature prior to 2002. Finally, it highlights 

key areas of research that this study and future studies can address.    

 

Review of Recent Research Studies 

This section presents the four most recent empirical research studies that attempt to identify 

competencies and theoretical models that facilitate enduring international business relationships among 

small business owner-managers in the global context.   

The Criteria of the Search 

 Mainly, two criteria were used to find credible and relevant empirical research studies of 

international business relationship competencies published between 2002 and 2008.  My first criterion was 

to find empirical research in intercultural relationship building, international business relationship, and 

intercultural competency development in small business owner-managers.  My second criterion was to find 

theories that have been used to set theoretical foundations for building relationships among small business 

owner-managers.  Due to non-availability of directly relevant research, after an extensive search in relevant 
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databases and libraries, I was compelled to broaden my keyword search.  Some of the keywords I used 

were intercultural relationships, intercultural friendships, intercultural competency, cross-cultural 

relationships, cross-cultural friendships, cross-cultural competence, and relationship.  Thus, I found six 

empirical research studies somewhat relevant. In broader terms, these studies were again categorized as 

theory-oriented (four studies) and practice-oriented studies (two studies).   

 

Theory-Oriented Research  

Among the most up-to-date theory-oriented empirical research studies, four were identified as 

landmark studies in business relationship literature: Shapiro, Ozanne, and Saatcioglu’s (2008) study on the 

development of cultural sensitivity in international business; Friman, Garling, Millett, Mattsson, and 

Johnston’s (2002) study on international business-to-business relationships based on the Commitment-

Trust Theory; Huang, Rayner, and Zhuang’s (2003) study on the effect of intercultural competence in 

business relationship development; and Holmlund’s (2004) study on business relationship interaction 

levels.  A review and the findings are given below. 

 

Overview of the Research on Cultural Sensitivity of Relationships  

Shapiro, Ozanne, and Saatcioglu (2008) emphasized the importance of cultural sensitivity in 

successful international business relationships. After carrying out a three-phased interpretive study of 

international business relationships between North American buyers who hire Asian firms to produce 

clothing, they suggested a four-staged cultural sensitivity model that shows the developmental stages of 

international business relationships.   

Shapiro, et al.’s (2008) study is significant because it is the only study that used an interpretive 

method of data analysis in conceptualizing a stage model of cultural sensitivity in relation to international 

business relationships. The data were collected in three stages. In the initial stage, Shapiro et al. used 

participant observation and informal interviews over a twenty-six month period at six of the world’s largest 

fashion shows. Second, they carried out informal face-to-face interviews of 28 informants who had a range 

of cross-cultural experience. Lastly, based on interviews, they generated new questions and conducted 

phone interviews to clarify confusions and inconsistencies. To lay the groundwork for their research, they 
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gave supporting evidence from many different sources. Their literature review also included examples from 

seminal research by Bandura (1977), Hall (1966), and Hofstede (2001) to build their research framework. 

Further, Shapiro et al. (2008) provided supporting literature to justify their findings: they cited Peterson 

(2004) that cultural sensitivity is an under-researched area and Lohtia, Bello, Yamada, and Gilliland (2005) 

and Skarmeas et al. (2002) that cultural sensitivity influences exporters’ dyadic commitment. All these 

researchers agree that there is a lack of research in cross-cultural business relationships. 

Shapiro et al. (2008) categorized existing theoretical and practitioner research literature on 

international business relationships into two major streams. The first stream of research is focused only on 

cultural intelligence, ignoring cultural sensitivity in business relationships. They emphasized that Earley 

and Peterson’s (2004) concept of cultural intelligence was limited to three different facets: the cognitive, 

which included various knowledge structures, external scanning, pattern recognition, and self awareness; 

the motivational, which included efficacy, persistence, goals, enhancement, and values; and the behavioral, 

which included repertoires of practice, rituals, and habits (Shapiro et al., 2008).  Shapiro et al. argued that 

cultural intelligence alone is insufficient. Successful cross-cultural dyadic relationships require the 

development and nourishment of cognitive, motivational, and behavioral skills and capabilities (Earley & 

Mosakowski, 2004).  

The second stream of research emphasized that trust is the basis of any type of interpersonal 

relationship; however, trust is a particularly crucial factor in cross-cultural business contexts (Shapiro et al., 

2008). Each of the supporters of the second stream identified different dimensions of trust. Ganesan (1994) 

argued that credibility and benevolence are the two key dimensions of trust. Others argued that competence 

and benevolence are the major dimensions of trust (Singh & Sirdeshmukh, 2000; Sirdesh-mukh, Singh, & 

Sabol, 2002). These dimensions of trust, however, give rise to a variety of conceptualizations based on the 

nature of trust. Further, Shapiro et al. criticized previous researchers’ findings. For example, they criticized 

Gudikunst and Kim’s (1984) and Leong and Kim’s (1991) research that “past studies define cultural 

knowledge broadly and do not consider declarative and procedural knowledge” (Shapiro et al., 2008, p. 

84). That way, Shapiro et al. emphasized their argument that cultural sensitivity increases dyadic 

relationships through common understanding. They called it “third way culture,” which has significant 
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strategic importance (Shapiro et al., 2008). This third way culture perspective permeates non-judgmental 

viewpoints about the international partners. 

Shapiro et al. (2008) emphasized trust is the key ingredient in dyadic relationships.  The concept 

of trust is conceptualized in many different ways: (a) trust is an expectation or belief that is influenced by 

the exchange partner’s credibility and reliability (Anderson & Weitz, 1989; Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; 

Schurr & Ozanne, 1985); (b) trust is a particular type of behavior reflecting reliance on the exchange 

partners as well as vulnerability and risk (Giffin, 1967); (c) belief, behavioral intentions, and confidence are 

necessary between exchange partners for trust to exist (Moorman, Deshpange, & Zaltman, 1993; Moorman, 

Zaltman, & Deshpande, 1992); and (d) trust is a function of integrity and reliability (Mayer, Davis, & 

Schoorman, 1995; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 

Nevertheless, “no theory of trust provides the conceptual framework for understanding the 

interplay between trust, cultural sensitivity, and the development of successful cross-cultural business 

relationships” (Shapiro et al., 2008, p. 73). Further, there is insufficient insight about the forms of trust in 

cross-cultural exchanges. To fill this gap, Shapiro et al. carried out an interpretive study to illuminate how 

trust and cultural sensitivity act in international business relationships. Their findings are summarized in the 

next section. 

Findings 

Shapiro, Ozanne, and Saatcioglu (2008) viewed cultural sensitivity as the process of dyadic 

relationships between international business partners (buyer-seller relationships) for which they constructed 

a four-stage cultural sensitivity model to depict how cross-border business relationships occur through 

interactions over time. In this process, those business partners experience stages of a romantic sojourner, 

foreign worker, skilled worker, and business partner. Thus, Shapiro et al. added new perspectives to the 

body of international business relationship literature, explaining cultural sensitivity based on interactions 

between partners. 

In the initial stage of cultural sensitivity model, international partners begin business relationships 

with their new business partners in the form of a romantic sojourner. In this stage, partners are motivated to 

learn about each other through travel and daily contact. They acquire knowledge and skills based on the 

things they see on the surface, or etic knowledge (Shapiro et al., 2008). The common activities include 
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concern for profit-based transactions and opportunistic expectations. Shapiro et al. characterized this as a 

strategic business relationship, where there is not yet much trust or the trust is naïve. 

In the second stage, the foreign worker stage of business, partners experience culture shock as they 

immerse themselves in one another’s business culture. At this stage, partners begin to develop emic 

knowledge and culture scanning skills (Shapiro et al., 2008). They adopt strategies such as trial-and-error 

business practices and formation of frames of meaning in relationships. In this stage, trust is formed based 

on competence, integrity, and reliability. However, trust violations result in relationship dissolution 

(Shapiro et al., 2008).  

At the third stage, the skilled worker stage, partners begin experiencing deeper cultural contacts 

and developing more diplomatic attitudes. Knowledge and skills are gained through acquiring in-depth 

knowledge about the other party, and frustrations diminish. At this stage, they nurture a few successful 

relationships in the form of interpersonal relationships. Shared frames of meaning and greater self-efficacy 

are some characteristics found within the research participants. At this stage, reliability, integrity, and 

competence are still important in building trust. Benevolent trust is emerging (Shapiro et al., 2008). 

The last stage, the business partner stage, is where the partners develop shared attitudes and in-

depth knowledge of a culture.  These knowledge and skills components include cultural reflexivity, situated 

knowledge of cultural differences, and procedural knowledge (Shapiro et al., 2008).  At this stage, due to 

rising trust levels between partners, some characteristics, such as integrity, competence, and reliability, 

become less important. These factors lead to the development of shared frame of reference. This concept of 

shared frames of meaning can be seen as an important concept across the stages of cultural sensitivity, 

where the partner stage emerges after a long and challenging journey of previous stages of cultural 

sensitivity. Shapiro et al. concluded that such relationship building is a slow process as a span of several 

years may be required to pass through these four stages to reach a higher level of cultural sensitivity that 

promotes more meaningful and intimate levels of trust.  

Shapiro et al.’s (2008) cultural sensitivity model adds new perspectives of trust and knowledge in 

relation to business relationship building, and it can be considered a landmark study in the recent 

international business relationship literature. They argued that cultural sensitivity is a process that increases 

dyadic relationships through common understanding and “evolution of different forms of knowledge and 
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skills that combine to form the concept of cultural sensitivity. In this process, it needs declarative 

knowledge (knowledge of how to control unacceptable behavior) and procedural knowledge (knowledge of 

how to role play: acting, performing, and pretending)” (p. 74).  Shapiro et al. criticized that Gudikunst and 

Kim (1984) and Leong and Kim (1991) defined cultural knowledge broadly and did not consider 

declarative and procedural knowledge. To emphasize the cultural sensitivity that matures at the partner 

stage, Shapiro et al. used the term “third way culture.” Third way culture was described as the common 

understanding that emerges through dyadic relationships. Third way culture has significant strategic 

importance, because it permeates non-judgmental viewpoints about the international partners. These 

findings were supported by Gudikunst and Wiseman (1987) and Hannigan (1990). Further, the Shapiro et 

al.’s study contributed to the body of relationship literature by differentiating hierarchies of cultural 

sensitivity experience and the developmental process of cultural sensitivity that generates trust between 

business partners.  

Conclusion 

My conclusion is that Shapiro et al.’s (2008) study used rigorous methods of data collection, such 

as participatory observations, face-to-face in-depth, and phone interviews. However, the obvious limitation 

of their study was that they interviewed only Western business people and consequently the findings were 

biased toward a culturally individualistic perspective. It might have been more informative or balanced to 

compare Western and Asian participants’ interaction levels, experience, and their cultural sensitivity 

variations in relation to different stages of interactions to find the common point where research 

participants from two cultures start building common frame of meaning making. Another limitation was 

that their study focused on trust and it ignored the type of competencies used in different stages of the 

cultural sensitivity model. Nevertheless, Shapiro et al.’s study discussed two important concepts: cultural 

intelligence and cultural sensitivity, which future researchers can use for further research.  

 

Overview of the Research on Business-to-Business Relationships 

Friman, Garling, Millett, Mattsson, and Johnston (2002) based their case study research on 

international business-to-business marketing relationships between five entrepreneurs of large service 

businesses in Sweden, Australia, and the United Kingdom, operationalizing Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) 
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commitment-trust theory of international business relationships. Morgan and Hunt’s theory emphasized 

that business-to-business relationships require commitment and trust to sustain long-term relationships, 

where a relationship is viewed as an exchange process between partners who are unable to fulfill the market 

demand with their own resources and means.  Friman et al. suggested that commitment, trust, relation 

termination costs and benefits, shared values, and communication between partners are the key factors that 

affect commitment and trust that facilitate long-term business-to-business relationships. 

 Morgan and Hunt’s theory was rooted in social exchange theory (Cook & Emerson, 1978; Morgan 

& Hunt, 1994), Mathieu and Zajac’s (1990) organizational theory, and Williamson’s (1995) transaction-

cost theory to analyze the development of international business-to-business relationships in service 

businesses. The fundamental premises of these theories are that human behavior is an essence in an 

exchange relationship and human behavior is an exchange of rewards based on voluntary individual actions 

that brings desired outcomes (Blau, 1964). The relationships provide more rewards than costs; relationships 

will also yield enduring mutual trust and attraction (Friman et al., 2002). According to Morgan and Hunt’s 

theory of commitment-trust, a successful intimate relationship provides many psychological rewards such 

as “respect and trust” (Friman et al., 2002, p. 404).  However, language and cultural differences are barriers 

to continue intercultural relationships to achieve its benefits. 

The underlying assumptions of the commitment-trust theory were that commitment and trust 

promote cooperative behavior between relationship partners and encourage partners to maintain long-term 

relationships. To operationalize their commitment-trust theory, Friman et al. (2002) used the Key 

Mediating Variable Model (KMV). The KMV model was based on Morgan and Hunt (1994) and many 

other researchers’ findings that business-to-business relationships require commitment as well as trust. The 

relationship commitments and trust were the key variables in this model.  Friman et al. (2002) selected their 

case participants (business organizations) based on three criteria: (a) participants spoke the English 

language, (b) businesses were of significant size, and (c) organizations used technology and service 

development in an international context (p. 405). In total, they selected five service businesses that included 

two from Sweden, two from Australia, and one from the United Kingdom.  All these business organizations 

were started three years before the date of interviews.  Friman et al. interviewed coworkers and business 
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partners of those selected service businesses (case units) to better understand the development of 

intercultural relationships with international business partners.  

 For data collection, they used a semi-structured questionnaire administered through personal 

interviews. The participants were asked to describe critical incidents in establishing intercultural business 

relationships. These were tape recorded and the events were analyzed.  From these analyses of interviews, 

the prerequisites for the establishment of the business-to-business relationships were identified according to 

the hypothesized elements of the KMV model—commitment and trust (Friman, et al., 2002). Their findings 

are summarized in the next section. 

Findings 

Friman et al. (2002) found that commitment, trust, relations termination costs and benefits, shared 

values, and communication between the exchange partners are important factors in international business-

to-business relationships. Trustworthiness is an essential factor to do international business. Their study 

revealed that opportunistic behavior to maximize profit was not the motive for business relationships. Trust 

developed through prior interactions became the crucial factor. Personal liking and honesty created the 

foundation for trust before engaging in commitments. In this study, psychological contracts were more 

significant than signed agreements. Credibility of partners became important since it shaped the approach 

towards negotiating and contracting. Friman et al. found that interpersonal factors such as involvement and 

credibility dominated exchanges of money and goods. 

 Friman et al.’s (2002) study is significant in many ways: (a) they brought new perspectives into 

business relationship literature; (b) they operationalized the theory of trust and commitment in business 

relationships, and (c) they tested the applicability of the KMV model in analyzing business-to-business 

relationship studies. Their perspective is that because “entrepreneurs are unable to fulfill the market 

demand with their own resources and means, they attempt to overcome their insufficiency by establishing 

relationships with partners” (p. 403). They have found that in certain cases, business-to-business 

relationships were initiated due to anticipated opportunities such as maximizing profits, while in other cases 

it was a personal interest in developing relationships. Hence opportunistic behavior cannot be the sole 

rationale in building relationships. 
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In the commitment-trust theory, the relationship is considered as one of the key ingredients of 

success in international business. Trust is seen as an underlying factor for relationships. In Friman et al.’s 

(2002) research, the key variables, relationship termination cost, relationship benefits, and shared values 

were identified as positive factors of developing relationship commitment. Shared values and 

communication lead to building trust while opportunistic behavior leads to reducing trust. Both trust and 

commitment lead to long-lasting international business relationships.  Friman et al. (2002) emphasized that 

two-way communication is a prerequisite for enhanced commitment and trust. Shared values with an open 

mind, honesty, integrity, respect, and trust were seen as important conditions for enhanced relationships.     

Trust is seen as the critical antecedent to the commitment of continuing relationships (Friman et 

al., 2002). Trust is developed through social interactions.  Among the subjects, personal and family 

friendships would eventually become business relationships with enhanced commitment and trust. Some of 

the factors that promote trusting relationships are personal liking, feeling comfortable to interact, feeling of 

trustworthiness, honesty, and the feeling of similarities rather than differences. When trust has been 

established, a free flow of information opens up (Friman et al., 2002). This study emphasized individuals’ 

inner feelings as important factors in building relationships and sustaining them.  Friman et al. (2002) 

found that relationship termination costs are not necessarily related to monetary reasons. Relationship 

termination also generates psychological fear of failure and loss of business secrets.  They also found that 

fear of failure becomes a motivating factor to continue relationships with business partners.  They stated 

that all the interviewees felt prolonged relationships will have benefits rather than costs (Friman et al., 

2002). The psychological contract between parties became productive exchanges.  Friman et al. (2002) 

concluded that “commitment is an underlying basis for a business-to-business relationship” (p. 408).  

Friman et al. did note, however, that the KMV model failed to capture important factors such as 

fairness in exchanges, partner benefits in proportion to their burdens, relationship effectiveness, and how 

trust and commitment vary based on those variations. Thus, they have suggested that methodological 

applications and the selection of appropriate data analysis tools are important for analyzing business 

relationship related data.  

 

 



30 

  

Conclusion 

In summary, though this study did not directly identify business relationship competencies, it 

introduced two key variables—relationship commitment and trust—as pillars of successful long-lasting 

business relationships. Two-way communication has become a prerequisite for enhanced commitment and 

trust. It has also found that many partners established personal friendships before making any business 

commitment.  Trustworthiness is the bonding glue of business-to-business relationships. Interpersonal 

factors such as personal liking, honesty, and credibility are building blocks of trust.  However, the study’s 

limitations are that it covered only large service businesses in three countries and it considered the business 

organization as a whole rather than focusing on owners or managers. Further, this study interviewed lower-

level staff to understand the international business relationships rather than decision makers, thus further 

limiting the findings to employees.  

Overview of the Research on Cross-cultural Competence 

Huang, Rayner, and Zhuang’s (2003) study is significant as it is one of the few studies that 

focused on intercultural competencies in business relationship building. It examined issues of cross-border 

buyer-seller relationships between China and the United Kingdom, emphasizing the association between 

intercultural competence and the quality of business relationships between cross-border business partners.  

Huang et al. (2003) categorized relationship literature into three sets. The first set of literature 

focuses on output as a measure of the quality of relationships. The quality of relationship is an outcome of 

an integration of trust (Dion et al., 1995; Parkhe, 1998; Wilson, 1995). In this category, trust has been seen 

as the building block of relationship development. To lay the theoretical foundation for their study, Huang 

el al. identified six variables of measuring the quality of a relationship: co-operation, commitment, 

adaptation, satisfaction, and long-term orientation. These variables taken together form a measure of the 

quality of a business relationship applicable to any situation (Huang el al., 2003).  

Huang et al. (2003) stated that the second set of literature focused on the development of 

relationships over time using stage models. Among several stage models discussed in the literature, Huang 

et al. adapted the four stage model proposed by Conway and Swift (2000) to develop their research 

framework. The third set of literature studied cross-border intercultural competence. In this set, Lustig and 
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Koester (1999), Ruben (1976), and Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) used appropriateness and effectiveness to 

judge the cross-border intercultural competence.  

From their literature review, Huang et al. (2003) identified gaps: that what constitutes intercultural 

competence in the context of business relationships and how individual’s intercultural competence might 

affect their business relationships are still unknown. To surmount these gaps, they proposed a concept of 

intercultural business competence that has three domains: relational competence, conflict resolution 

competence, and commercial competence. The relational competence represented a manager’s ability to 

develop interpersonal relationships with business counterparts from other cultures. The conflict resolution 

competence included knowledge of culturally different approaches to resolve conflicts. The commercial 

competence included the manager’s ability to interact to produce agreements with business counterparts. 

The concept of intercultural business competence was conceived as culture-specific knowledge and skills 

of scenario generation (Huang et al., 2003).  

Huang et al. (2003) employed a quantitative research approach, and the data were gathered in 

three stages: face-to-face interviews, cross-sectional questionnaires through a mail survey, and post-survey 

in-depth interviews. The research participants were eight UK managers from different organizations doing 

business with China. The mail survey included 567 UK importers from China and 561 exporters to China 

from the UK. The respondents were senior and middle managers in large companies.   

The first stage of data collection was done through personal interviews. In this stage, a scenario 

development technique was used to gather data by asking subjects probing questions to describe their 

shortest and longest relationships. The data related to cultural competence were collected based on 

perceived level of cultural competencies of the respondents using a self-rated questionnaire. The self-rated 

questionnaire included “ten scenarios designed to measure the respondent’s intercultural business 

competence” (Huang, et al., 2003, p. 281).  Five scenarios were designed to measure relational competence, 

three scenarios to measure conflict resolution, and two scenarios to measure commercial competence. 

In the second stage, three-part questionnaires were used. The first part of the questionnaire was 

focused on collecting data related to quality indicators such as mutual trust, mutual commitment, mutual 

co-operation, mutual adaptation, satisfaction, and anticipated lengths of the relationships. The second part 

was designed to “identify the stages of development that best represented the relationship” such as initial 
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contact, development, mature, and terminated (Huang, et al., 2003, p. 280), and the third part was designed 

to identify the relationships of intercultural business competence in relation to quality of relationships.                  

 The data analysis was based on 141 completed questionnaires (approximately 10% of the total 

mail survey). The quantitative statistical measurements—mean scores, pared sample t-tests, and 

Spearman’s correlations—were used for data analysis. Huang et al.’s findings are summarized in the next 

section.    

Findings 

Huang et al. (2003) found that there was a correlation between intercultural business 

competencies, quality of relationships, and sustainability of long-term business relationships. Business 

competencies were categorized into four broad areas: (a) conflict resolution, (b) relational, (c) cultural, and 

(d) commercial competencies. Among them, they concluded that conflict resolution is more important than 

relational, cultural, and commercial competencies. This study emphasized two-way communication as the 

preferred strategy in conflict resolution competence.  

Another useful contribution of Huang et al.’s (2003) study is that they correlated quality and 

relationships. The findings were that the longest relationships showed the highest quality while the shortest 

relationships showed the lowest quality. Huang et al. (2003) also suggested a stage model of relationship 

building that correlates with quality. The stages that describe the development of relationships were termed 

“an evolutionary model” (p. 282).  Quality is high when the relationships are mature. However, there was 

no correlation between termination of relationships and poor quality. Huang et al. found that the 

termination of relationships occurred due to other factors, such as withdrawal from business activities, 

political interferences, and market structures.  The paired t-test showed that there was no significant 

difference across the three categories of conflict resolution, relational, and commercial competencies.  

 The Spearman’s correlation test showed that conflicts arose at various levels of the relationships. 

Some possible conflicts were disagreements in negotiations, delay of payments and delivery, inconsistency 

of quality of goods and services, and the quality of relationships (Huang et al., 2003). The findings showed 

that conflict resolution competence was moderately associated with the quality of the longest relationships. 

However, there was no significant correlation between the shortest relationships and the conflict resolution 
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competence. They concluded that conflict resolution competence helped parties who were working together 

have ongoing business relationships.  

 No significant relationship was found between relational competence and commercial competence 

and relationship quality (Huang et al., 2003).  With regard to perceived counterpart’s competence and 

relationship quality, they found a positive correlation (r=0.450, p<0.01). The researchers’ conclusion was 

that the quality of the relationship is associated with the capabilities of both parties (Huang et al., 2003).  

 The stage model of business relationship evolution (Huang et al., 2003) showed that a high level 

of interacting individuals demonstrated intercultural business competence at the early stages of relationship 

development. Mature business relationships were associated with strong competence (Huang et al., 2003). 

In this model, they differentiated that “in an intercultural context it is possible that transaction-based 

approaches have less chance of achieving success than relationship-based approaches” (Huang et al., 2003, 

p. 285). Further, they concluded that once a relationship has taken root, lower maintenance levels of 

interaction may suffice to sustain it. They noted that these findings were consistent with Keep et al. (1998) 

and Leuthesser (1997).     

 Huang et al. (2003) suggested that companies involved in international business should develop 

different strategies to manage their portfolio of relationships and equip their staff with international 

commercial skills through training and development. At the mature stage of a relationship, individuals need 

to develop conflict resolution skills. Thus, different skills are important at different stages of relationship 

development.  

Conclusion 

 The authors cited as limitations of their study that it only interviewed a single side of dyadic 

relationships and it was conducted at one point in time thus hindering the generalizability of the findings. 

My conclusions are that this study added useful insights and key dimensions of quality, stages, and clusters 

of competencies of international business relationships. This study also differentiated intercultural business 

relationships from day-to-day normal intercultural encounters in non-business settings. The study found 

that conflict resolution was the dominant competence among all competencies in business relationships, 

whereas other researchers emphasized language competence in relation to quality of business relationships. 
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This study is an eye-opener, because it brings important dimension of a cluster model and a stage model of 

business relationship competencies.  

Overview of the Research on Relationship Interactions 

Holmlund (2004) proposed a conceptual model of identifying and analyzing different levels of 

interactions in business relationships. She observed that even though previous researchers have attempted 

to understand relationships in industrial markets, none have studied the basis of interactions nor categorized 

the different types of relationship interactions that ultimately develop international business relationships. 

Thus, her research introduced new perspectives in distinguishing different interaction levels among 

international business managers. Holmlund’s conceptual model included three different types of 

relationship interaction levels in the process of developing a relationship: episodic, sequence, and 

relationships.  

To present her conceptual model of differing interaction levels, Holmlund (2004) used a meta-

analysis of existing literature and her previous empirical case study research findings. Relationships consist 

of interactions, activities, and activity links. She agreed with Hakansson and Snehota (1995) that the 

activity dimension is difficult to analyze because there is no given unit of activity that is analytically 

meaningful; further, it is arbitrary and complex because those activities depend on many factors of partner 

business firms. Her position was that analyzing activities is inadequate to understand business relationships. 

Holmlund distinguished between the service management approach (Liljander & Strandyik, 1995; Stauss & 

Weinlich, 1997; Storbacka, 1994; and Strandvik & Storbacka, 1996) and the interaction network approach 

(Holmlund, 1997) (as cited in Holmlund, 2004) as they studied business relationships in different contexts 

and formed different perspectives. The emphasis of the service management approach has been on the in-

depth understanding of service encounters between service firms and their customers. The interaction 

network approach, on the other hand, emphasized repeated individual encounters between two counterparts 

towards studying the individual’s relationships.  

Holmlund (2004) criticized that though the previous research studied the nature of relationships, 

their antecedents, and consequences and introduced relationship based concepts such as interdependence, 

closeness, trust, mutuality, commitment, adaptation and investment, those studies did not study interaction 

levels. Moreover, the definitions of relationships differ in each study (Holmlund, 2004). Holmlund argued 
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that the study of business relationships is complex due to its multifaceted nature. Time is an inherently 

important factor in conceptualizing and empirically studying business relationships. Relationships are 

mainly based on interactions; however, interactions are complex and dependent on a wide range of 

functions and activities of the business firms. Holmlund criticized existing models and analytical tools in 

relationship research as inadequate to capture hidden dynamics and complex phenomena. She supported 

her argument with the work of Halimen (1994), Liljegren (1988), Pettigrew (1992), and Van de Ven 

(1992).      

Holmlund’s (2004) interaction network approach viewed relationships as an outcome and the 

means for firms to work with other firms that operate in a network setting. In contrast, the service 

management approach derived from the traditional approach of studying encounters between two 

counterparts and their relationships as it focused on the individual’s experience in relationship encounters. 

Holmlund laid the theoretical foundation for her study, combining both these approaches toward building 

of her model, which could be used to analyze relationships. Holmlund viewed a single partnership as 

several discrete relationships, depending on the particular interaction in which the partnership is currently 

engaged. 

Findings 

By combining key elements of the service management and network relations approaches, 

Holmlund (2004) proposed a new model of relationship interactions. This new model includes categories of 

interactions in business relationships in the form of a hierarchical order: action, episode, sequence, 

relationship, and partner base. Holmlund considered relationships as a series of processes that include 

interactions, activities, and activity links between two counterparts. The short-term interactions were 

labeled as episodes. The longer term relationships were viewed as processes and responsibilities. In order to 

offer deeper analytical understanding of business relationships, Holmlund proposed analyzing five types of 

relationship interactions: actions (short term actions such as phone calls, plant visits, and social contacts); 

episodes (such as negotiations and shipments); sequence (a group of episodes over a certain period of 

time); relationship (includes evaluation of all previous actions, episodes, and sequence); and partner base 

(all the relationships taken together) of one particular partnership (Holmlund, 2004). The lowest level of the 
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hierarchy is the action and the highest level is the partner base. In combination with these two different 

approaches, Holmlund (2004) conceptualized the following model of interactions of business relationships. 

1.  Action level: most detailed interaction level at the initiation stage, initial contacts and data 

collection about the business, products, and so forth.  

 

2. Episode level: included several interconnected actions comparatively longer time than the initial 

level; it could for example be the negotiation process and/or the first shipment, which consists 

of a number of actions, informal meetings, discussions, and contract signing. 

 

3. Sequence level: interrelated episodes that can be grouped into a sequence that comes to a higher 

interaction level.  

 

4. Relationship level: a completion of a sequence of the aforementioned vulnerable interactions in 

a relationship. The overall relationship simultaneously affects the evaluation of actions, 

episodes, and sequences taking place within the relationship (evaluation stage). This stage is 

equal to an established concept of customer base in relationship marketing (Holmlund, 20004). 

From this point onwards individual relationship comes into play. Longer term relationships are 

initiated at a personal level, which leads to trust development.  

 

5. Partnership level: Once the relationship is established and trust is built, the partner base 

emerges. 

 

Holmlund (2004) stated that episodes contain more extensive interactions, such as interlinked 

visits and several negotiations that take a longer time period in the interaction process between firms. The 

highest level, the partner base, contains a set of relationships that last for a much longer time period.  

Holmlund introduced quality as the intervening variable in each interaction level. Thus, she distinguished 

between good and poor quality interactions. For example, an action can be either good or poor quality; 

hence episodes can contain both good and poor quality. Therefore, the episode level is considered as a 

neutral quality of interactions (Holmlund, 2004). Relationship and partner base levels occur due to a good 

quality of interactions. The quality is determined based on evaluations of interactions at each level of the 

hierarchy.  Holmlund stated that the sequence, relationship, and partner base may represent the history as 

well as anticipated future of the episode (Holmlund, 2004). The topmost three levels (partner base, 

relationships, and sequence) can reinforce the lover levels (episode and action) that may be neutral, poor, or 
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good quality interactions.  These interactions need to be good in order to develop sustainable business 

relationships.  

The major difficulties of studying business relationships are demarcating the boundaries for 

studying interactions, setting activity patterns, studying depth of activities, and analyzing relationships 

(Holmlund, 2004). To avoid these difficulties, she suggested grouping relationship interactions together on 

the basis of their interconnectedness and interviewing both top and lover level staffing to learn about the 

relationships with partner firms. 

Conclusion 

My conclusion is that Holmlund’s (2004) study introduced another dimension, thus contributing to 

the body of relationship literature. The strengths of this research are its focus on long-term relationships 

rather than short-term episodes to gain deeper understanding. Further, she suggested choosing different 

aspects of relationship interactions for analysis.  However, in this study, interactions were seen as a series 

of actions and it did not relate or identify the type of business relationship competencies. The quality 

dimension does not provide much understanding to the reader or what type of behavior, attitudes, and 

strategies need to be developed within the dyadic business partners to enhance quality of interactions. My 

observation was that her study ignored individual’s attitudes and beliefs systems that could have profound 

effect on interactions in forming shared frames of reference. Further, this study only focused on interaction 

relationships between buyers and sellers in large firms and the interactions between employees who may or 

may not be at the decision making levels.  

 

Summary of Theory Oriented Research Studies 

The studies described above were the most recent research efforts found closely relevant to 

international business relationship literature. This body of research can be considered landmark because 

each study contributed and expanded the body of knowledge of business relationships by adding new 

concepts and theoretical frameworks for future research. Shapiro et al. (2008) introduced two major 

concepts—cultural intelligence and cultural sensitivity—in proposing their cultural sensitivity model. They 

integrated existing theoretical and practitioner research literature and proposed a four-stage cultural 

sensitivity model. Friman et al. (2002), based on social exchange theory, developed a commitment-trust 
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theory by adding two key variables—commitment and trust. Thus, they added a human side, which they 

call the “soft side,” into international business relationship research. Relationships are seen as important 

capital in international business. Huang et al. (2003) studied the association between intercultural 

competence and the quality of business relationships between cross-border business partners. They 

categorized business competencies into four broad areas: (a) conflict resolution, (b) relational, (c) cultural, 

and (d) commercial competencies. Among them, conflict resolution has been identified as the most 

important competence compared to relational and commercial competencies. Holmlund (2004) introduced 

a hierarchical model of interactions between business partners. The above described research studies are in 

diverse nature and no one has studied international business relationship competencies in great detail. The 

next section reviews practice-oriented research found within the six year period of 2002-2008.  

 

Practice Oriented Research 

Among the most recent studies, the following were found to be somewhat related to describing 

practices of international business relationships.    

Overview of the Research on Business Relationship Protocols 

Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) expanded the relationship literature by adding new 

perspectives of business protocols into the international business relationships scenario. Instead of 

researching individuals’ cross-cultural relationship competencies, they focused on business protocols as the 

enablers of long-term cross-cultural relationships among businesses.   

Based on their literature review, Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) found that national cultural 

factors are critical in cross-cultural long-term relationship building.  To support these findings, Cortes and 

Vasquez-Parraga cited evidence from Brislin (1981) and Hofstede (1980).  The authors stated that “cultural 

factors help to identify the different ways that people from different cultures approach communication, 

negotiation, agreement or disagreement as a result of engaging in a relationship for purposes of mutual 

interest” (Cortes & Vasquez-Parraga, 2003, p. 146).   

Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga’s (2003) research was carried out in two stages, combining both 

qualitative and quantitative research methods.  At the first stage, in-depth interviews were conducted using 

guided questions to identify the types of protocols in two cultures—the Anglo-Saxon culture in the U.S. 
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and Latin culture in Chile—over a period of six months.  In this stage, they interviewed using both English 

and Spanish six vice presidents from the subsidiaries of those U.S. companies located in Chile and another 

six vice presidents from their headquarters in the U.S.  The business protocols that emerged from the 

content analysis of the qualitative research section were used as the base for developing the instrument for 

the second (quantitative) phase of the research.   

Thus, Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) identified four types of protocols: manners, time, power 

distance, and bonding.  A further seventeen indicators for these four protocols were identified. For 

example, these indicators of the protocol of manners included dress code, clothing style, social manners, 

and table manners, and the protocol of bonding included giving and taking gifts, maintaining relationships, 

client maintenance, loyalty, and so on. These indicators were incorporated into an instrument (which were 

recorded on a five-point Likert Scale) used in the second stage of the study to determine the effects of the 

four protocols in forming and maintaining intercultural business relationships and test the four hypotheses 

of the study.  The findings were based on the analysis of 346 questionnaires out of the total sample survey 

of 486 carried out both in the U.S. and Chile.  

Findings 

Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga’s (2003) research introduced four building blocks of intercultural 

relationships: (a) protocol of manners (the manners in which the social actors establish or form the 

relationship); (b) protocol of time (the significance of time-related values such as punctuality and the 

importance of deadlines); (c) protocol of power distance (the perception and response to power and 

authority); and (d) protocol of bonding (the protocol that helped sustain the cross-cultural relationships). 

These four protocols were found to enable intercultural relationships. Thus, Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga 

added two new concepts—manners and bonding—as important building blocks of international business 

relationships. They found that there was a significant relationship between business protocols and the 

formation and sustenance of intercultural business relationships, as well as the continuation of business 

relationships.  

In relation to their four hypotheses, they found the following results:  

(H1) When forging long-term relationships, Anglo-Saxon managers are less formal concerning the 

business protocols of manners than Latin managers are:   
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Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) found that clothing style, social manners, and table manners, 

categorized under the protocol of manners, have significant correlation to establishing business 

relationships.  They found that Chilean managers gave more importance to the business attire, social, and 

table manners than the US managers did in building business relationships. 

(H2) When forging long-term relationships, Anglo-Saxon managers place greater value on the 

business protocol of time than do Latin managers: 

Regarding the protocol of time, the indicators such as punctuality, meeting deadlines, and 

paperwork were identified as building blocks of forming business relationships (Cortes & Vasquez-Parraga, 

2003).  The U.S. managers considered punctuality, meeting deadlines, and written agreement the 

supporting building blocks for relationship building, while Chilean managers did not concern themselves 

much about punctuality in relationship building, or consider lateness a disrespectful activity.  Chilean 

managers did not need written agreements to build relationships. The findings showed significant 

differences in both cultures.   

(H3) When forging long-term relationships, Anglo-Saxon managers place less value in the 

business protocol of power distance than Latin managers do:  

Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) found that power distance has significant influence in 

relationship building. An individual’s title, rank, and organizational rules such as agreement and 

disagreement with supervisors, supervisor’s involvement, and cordiality were the factors that affected 

cross-cultural relationship building.  It was much easier to form relationships with equals in decision-

making (people of the same rank) in the Chilean culture.  Chilean managers considered disagreements as 

negative behavior in forming and maintaining relationships, while US managers considered disagreements 

as supporting factors in building relationships (Cortes & Vasquez-Parraga, 2003). Thus, relationship 

building is dependent on the prevailing social and organizational environments and national cultural belief 

systems.  

(H4) When forging long-term relationships, Anglo-Saxon managers are less prone to practice the 

business protocols of bonding than Latin managers are: 

Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga’s (2003) study found that the protocol of bonding showed a 

significant difference within US and Chilean managers. The US managers preferred to have close 
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relationships with customers but not with their business partners while Chilean managers desired to 

establish close relationships with their business partners before beginning their businesses.  The US 

managers believed that forming close relationships between business partners may generate conflicts of 

interest (Cortes & Vasquez-Parraga, 2003).  Chilean managers believed that trust and commitment were 

achieved as a result of long-term relationships. In conclusion, all four hypotheses found significant 

differences between the two cultures.  This study reemphasized the fact that trust and commitment were 

achieved due to prolonged business relationships. Further, it highlighted the complexities of research in the 

chosen field for future researchers to find strategies to build bridges between different cultures.   

Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) categorized business protocols into two sets.  One set of 

protocols helped establish cross-cultural business relationships, while the other set of business protocols 

helped maintain enduring cross-cultural relationships. The three protocols— manners, time, and power 

distance—were considered influential in establishing business relationships, while bonding was considered 

influential in maintaining relationships. Further, this study identified communication difficulties as 

stumbling blocks in forming and maintaining long-term business-to-business relationships in bi-cultural 

and multicultural settings.   

Conclusion 

 This study identified not only conflicting cultural differences but also challenges in establishing 

effective communication across different cultures.  Hence, it is important to know what mechanisms 

business people from different cultures use to establish successful long-term relationships. The second 

challenge was to identify the processes of communication that enable long-term relationships between 

people from different cultures.  Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga’s (2003) study has strengths and weaknesses.  

The strengths were that their findings added new perspectives to cross-cultural relationship literature by 

relating business protocols as building blocks of forming and maintaining cross-cultural business 

relationships.  The findings were limited to employees of large multinational financial institutions in U.S. 

and Chile. Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) used national cultural dimensions as the base for their 

research, thus continuing the old tradition of classifying cultures.  The researchers did not acknowledge 

what the literature identified as several layers of culture, which affect building cross-cultural relationships.  

The onion model of cultural constructs described in Straub, Loch, Evaristo, Karahanna, and Srite (2002) 
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showed that there are multiple subcultures and layers of values within a macro culture. Those subcultures 

and layers could affect the formation and maintenance of intercultural relationships differently at different 

layers.  Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga could have considered layers such as individual, organizational, 

community, and national cultures instead sticking to national cultural classifications only.  They also 

ignored the fact that relationship building is between people and therefore individual differences and 

competencies need to be taken into consideration.  

The research measured the perceptions of the managers and it did not address the behavioral 

differences.  Further, the authors also agreed that there was a methodological conflict between manners and 

power when they used ANOVA and t-test for identifying the significant differences between cultures.  The 

qualitative and quantitative research highlighted two different pictures of the results.  For example, “the 

dress code is identified as important in the qualitative research; however, it did not appear significant in the 

quantitative analysis” (Cortes & Vasquez-Parraga, 2003, p. 160).  The researchers themselves wonder 

about this type of conflicting results.  Such conflicting results could be a signal for future researchers to 

address or avoid or to adopt different research methods. This study no doubt expanded the body of 

literature in the field of intercultural relationship building while it opened new directions for future 

researchers to embark into this evolving field.   

Overview of the Research on Cross-cultural Business Networks  

As a result of my previous research on cross-cultural business relationships, I proposed a business 

network between Minnesotan and Sri Lankan family-owned small businesses and it was reviewed in this 

section. Hewapathirana (2006) cited many advantages to developing international business relationships. 

Close international business relationships can be useful to create harmonious and profitable businesses in 

the global markets, take advantage of the new communication technologies, maximize the use of limited 

resources, create competitive advantages by sharing knowledge and experiences, and build credibility and 

appropriate support systems. Hewapathirana highlighted that innovative educational programs designed 

especially to enhance relationship competencies of small business owners and managers are important 

components of internationalizing of small businesses.   

Hewapathirana (2006) assumed that a global business relationship network might be a good 

vehicle for meeting global small business partners. Hewapathirana (2006) carried out an in-depth 
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qualitative case study research on family owned small businesses (FOBs) chosen from Minnesota and Sri 

Lanka—two from Sri Lanka and two from Minnesota. The findings and their implications for international 

education and internationalization of small businesses were discussed using Hofstede’s (2005) national 

cultural differences and Hall’s (1966) role of communication in building cross-cultural business 

relationships. Hewapathirana’s research was descriptive and focused on intimate relationship network 

between individuals who were the owners and also managers of small businesses.  

Findings 

The key findings are highlighted in this section. Hewapathirana (2006) emphasized that family 

owned small businesses are an important consideration in economic and social development because of 

their unique characteristics, such as the high chance of continuity over generations, succession planning, 

and business goals that were intertwined with coherent goals of their families.   

Hewapathirana (2006) found that a need of building cross-cultural business relationships is an 

important area of internationalization of FOBs.  All the research participants expressed their desire to 

develop international business relationships. These findings were consistent with the findings of Ghauri 

(2000), Premaratne (2002), and Zain and Ng (2006). Ghauri stated that the need for businesses to deal 

effectively across borders is increasing.  Premaratne (2002), who has done a comprehensive study in Sri 

Lanka, found that business network formation is important to solve many problems such as a lack of 

resources, a lack of market opportunities, and negative country perceptions due to smallness of SBs. Zain 

and Ng emphasized the usefulness of relationship building to avoid many possible failures in cross-border 

business interactions.    

 Hewapathirana (2006) found that there was no established knowledge development mechanism to 

build international business relationships or international business partnership networks between these two 

business communities—Sri Lanka and Minnesota.  The research participants have found foreign business 

partners through informal sources such as family relationships, friends, trade exhibitions, and agents.  

 Hewapathirana (2006) found that augmenting profit was not the only motive of doing international 

business.  Psychological satisfaction by doing business with distant nations, an individual’s interest in 

learning new cultures while expanding their horizon of business contacts, extending generosity towards 

needy communities, demonstrating good global citizenships and leadership, collaborating, and matching 
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expertise and resources with international business partners are some of the driving forces of doing 

international business.  Along the same vein, Friman et al. (2002) found that in certain cases, business-to-

business relationships were initiated due to expected opportunities such as maximizing profits while in 

some other cases it was personal interest to develop personal relationships.  Doing international business 

has become a joyful experience for small family business owners that helped them expand their businesses 

to other countries.  

Hewapathirana (2006) stated that close interactions between individuals play a critical role in 

sharing ideas, experience, and implicit (tacit) knowledge. The participants expressed their opinions that 

building close relationships using a business network will enhance knowledge sharing and new knowledge 

creation among international businesses. Trust developed through social interactions is crucial in 

continuing the relationships.  Among the participants, personal and family friendships eventually became 

business relationships with enhanced commitment and trust.  Previous research has also found that “most of 

the business linkages among small businesses are based on trust developed through social exchanges” 

(Premaratne, 2002, p. 217). Hewapathirana’s study revealed that language expertise, skills, previous 

experience, established credibility, and personal relationships were supportive factors in attracting 

international business partners.   

Hewapathirana (2006) identified needs for knowledge enhancements as important requirements of 

a small business network. The training needs thus identified were awareness creation, knowledge sharing, 

cross-cultural understanding, and learning how to behave appropriately in other cultures.  Culture-general, 

culture-specific, and business-specific training such as business opportunities, marketing, and motivation 

were some of the specific training needs found among the cases studied. 

 In addition to building a FOSB network and close relationships, some other effective methods and 

useful mechanisms suggested by the research participants were (a) frequent visits to member countries, (b) 

frequent interactions with FOSB owners, (c) cross-cultural educational meetings such as conferences, (d) 

communication infrastructure facilities such as server connections, (e) access to computers, and (f) 

intermediary organizational support systems to make the business network active and alive 

(Hewapathirana, 2006).   
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 Hewapathirana (2006) found that needs assessments and selection of suitable participants are 

crucial for the success of building business networks and cross-cultural training to achieve optimum results.  

Individual qualities such as friendliness, flexibility, adaptability to new cultures, and personal interests to 

develop cross-cultural friendships are important.  Some of the success factors identified were knowledge 

about other countries and businesses, complementary skills, expertise, ethics, credibility of the partner, and 

willingness to adjust to new situations and cultures. 

 Some of the obstacles for building relationships thus found were a lack of awareness of business 

opportunities, lack of resources such as finance and infrastructure, lack of knowledge about cultures due to 

distances and isolation, lack of personal contacts with prospective partners, and ignorance of linguistic, 

communication, and behavioral differences (Hewapathirana, 2006).  

 Hewapathirana (2006) concluded that there is a need for in-depth intercultural business 

relationship research because the globalization is continuously evolving in different degrees in different 

countries and business communities. Further, there was a dearth of research about what competences need 

to be developed within the members in order to carry out sustainable international business relationship 

networks in the globalization of business environment.  Small business owner-managers were typically not 

considered as a target group of previous research (Hewapathirana, 2006). Hewapathirana suggested that 

due to cultural variations, it is important to carry out country-specific research initially, and later such 

research can be expanded to international business managers or FOSB owners in the network. Moreover, it 

is important to design educational programs for FOSB audiences to enhance their knowledge creation 

competencies using new technology in international business network settings to gain mutual benefits out 

of the increasing complexities of the globalization of business environment.   

Conclusion 

Hewapathirana’s (2006) study is significant because her findings were helpful in understanding 

the capability and willingness on the part of small business owners to build international business 

relationships. She proposed establishing a business network as a suitable mechanism to build relationships 

and knowledge of current global business environments. Such business networks will help develop trust 

between small business owners and managers. However, more research is needed to learn how to build 

trust and long-lasting relationships.  
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Hewapathirana (2006) acknowledged limitations in conducting her research.  In general, family-

owned small businesses that fit within her definition were limited in number in Minnesota compared to Sri 

Lanka.  Some specific statistics such as the exact number of FOSBs and employment creation were not 

available as they were categorized as small businesses.  In Sri Lanka, it was difficult to find comparable 

statistics related to SBs. Nonetheless, Hewapathirana’s findings of the needs of small business owner- 

managers and the perceived usefulness of training and cross-cultural competency development are 

worthwhile contributions.   

 

Summary of Practice Oriented Research Studies 

The two studies related to practical perspectives of international business relationships discussed 

above were useful for my dissertation research as they contributed important practical aspects of 

international business relationship building. For example, Cortes and Vasquez-Parraga (2003) proposed 

business protocols as enablers of formation and maintenance of long-term relationships across cultures 

while Hewapathirana (2006) emphasized building international business network as a suitable mechanism 

for developing viable business relationships. Both researchers believed that international business 

relationships can lead to building trusting relationships which they considered as useful components of 

internationalizing small businesses.  

 

 

Review of Theories, Models, and Related Concepts 

This section provides a review of some of the popular theories, models, and concepts developed 

by key researchers in cross-cultural education and related fields which further expanded the scope of this 

study to incorporate frequently used models in cross-cultural training. This section does not provide 

detailed descriptions compared with the previous section because my goal is only to understand what other 

perspectives have been discussed in earlier researchers that may not necessarily relate directly to my topic 

of international business relationships. 
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Emotional Intelligence Model 

Boyatzis, Goleman, and Rhee (1999) discussed the concept of emotional intelligence in 

relationship building.  They developed an emotional competency inventory and tested how people managed 

their emotions at work in a way that enabled relationships. In this research, emotional intelligence was 

viewed as a talent that incorporates complexities of a person’s capability. This inventory was developed 

based on Goleman’s (1998) quantitative research findings from a variety of people across different 

occupations such as executives, mangers, leaders and ordinary people of different life settings in Italy and 

Brazil. Boyatzis et al. presented twenty-five competencies related to emotional intelligence and clustered 

them into five sets as given below.  

1.  Self awareness that included self assessment and confidence. 

 

2.  Self regulation that included self control, trustworthiness, conscientiousness, adaptability, and 

innovation. 

 

3.  Motivation that included achievement drive, commitment, initiative, and optimism. 

 

4.  Empathy that included ability to understanding others, developing others, service orientation, 

leveraging diversity, and political awareness. 

 

5.  Social skills that included influencing others, communication, conflict management, leadership, 

change catalyst, building bonds, collaboration, cooperation, and team orientation.  

Boyatzis et al.’s (1999) research was supported by the previous research findings as discussed in 

this section. Emotional intelligence is related to the term social intelligence (Goleman, 1995). Other 

researchers related this term to multiple capabilities of a person (Bar-On, 1992; Goleman, 1998; Saarni, 

1998). Gardner (1983) saw emotional intelligence as intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligence. Salovey 

and Myer (1990) described emotional intelligence as knowing and handling one’s own and other’s 

emotions (Boyatzis et al., 1999).  Emotional intelligence was also referred to as general cognitive ability 

(Ackerman & Heggestad, 1997; Davies & Stankove, 1998). Boyatzis et al. (1999) argue that the “emotional 

intelligence of a person can be observed when a person demonstrates the type of competencies that 

constitute self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and social skills at appropriate times and 

ways in sufficient frequency to be effective in a situation” (p. 3). Thus, the emotional intelligence model 
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provided some insights about relational competencies. Hence the emotional intelligence model can be 

useful in the current research to analyze how emotional intelligence is embedded in business relationship 

building. 

Relational Model of Intercultural Communication 

 Several researchers discussed communication competence in many ways, but most researchers 

consider communication paramount in relationship building. This section summarizes a few research 

findings. Van EK (1986); (as cited in Bryam, 1997) referring to the qualities required for a sojourner to 

sustain in a host country, introduced a communicative competence model. In his model, he introduced six 

communicative competencies:  

1. Linguistic competence—the ability to produce and interpret meanings. 

2. Sociolinguistic competence—awareness of different language forms, setting relationships between 

communication patterns, understanding linguistic signals, their contextual or situational meanings. 

3. Discourse competence— the ability to use appropriate strategies in constructing and interpreting 

meanings. 

4. Strategic competence—when communication is difficult, it is necessary to find ways of 

communicating the meaning and finding out what somebody means. 

5. Socio-cultural competence—familiarity with different socio-cultural context and the ability to 

grasp meaning of communication in relevant socio-cultural context. 

6. Social competence—motivation, attitude, self-confidence, empathy, and ability to handle social 

situations. 

This model is dependent heavily on communication competence as a way to be successful in another 

culture. This focus on communication as the most needed competence can be seen in subsequent studies by 

other researchers. The weakness of this model was that it did not include non-cognitive aspects of 

emotions. 

 Imahori and Lanigan (1989) developed an intercultural communicative competence model that 

includes behavior, motivation, and knowledge that derived from dynamic interactive process of 

intercultural relationships. Their conceptualization focused on appropriateness of skills as the input and 

effectiveness as the outcome of intercultural communicative competence.  Imahori and Lanigan 
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summarized the literature—that intercultural communication competence is most effective in cross-cultural 

adaptation and dyadic interactions in intercultural relationships.  In this conceptualization, they suggested 

integrating all three dimensions of competence: knowledge, motivation, and behavioral skills. They argued 

that these competencies derive from dynamic interactive processes of intercultural relationships and 

competent intercultural interactions lead to effective relational outcome. 

In their intercultural communication competence model, Imahori and Lanigan (1989) emphasized 

two types of interactions: skills-oriented interactive competence and effectiveness and an outcome-oriented 

cultural adaptation competence. This model explained dynamic process of intercultural communication 

competence as an intercultural relationship between a sojourner and a host national. The other influential 

variable in intercultural relationships they introduced was relational competence because they believed that 

relationships generate motivation depending on the desired outcome.   

Imahori and Lanigan (1989) criticized previous researchers who looked at competence from a one-

sided perspective instead of a dyadic interactive perspective. However, in their model, both the sojourner’s 

and host-national’s competencies were measured and the criterion for a competent intercultural relationship 

was that it should be mutually satisfying for both parties (Imahori & Lanigan, 1989). Thus, they added 

satisfaction as an important variable in determining a successful relationship. 

Imahori and Lanigan (1989) argued that “under this conceptualization of inter-cultural competence 

(ICC), individuals in ideal intercultural relationships would exhibit characteristics of close interpersonal 

relationships [emphasis added] such as intimacy, relational stability, commitment, high degree of 

interpersonal knowledge, and idiosyncratic rules” (p. 275). Both appropriateness and effectiveness are 

important in defining competence. Likewise, several researchers emphasized communication as the 

dominant competence in relationship building.  

Experience as the Foundation for Relationship Building 

Martin and Hammer (1989), based on Bel and Daly’s (1984) notion of affinity-seeking behavior, 

stated that friendliness and a show of concern and interest were important competencies in both 

intracultural and intercultural interactions. All these three components—friendship, intracultural, and 

intercultural competencies—were interrelated. Past experiences were important components because prior 

successors create self-fulfilling prophecies (Bandura, 1977; White, 1976). Imahori and Lanigan explained 
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that “individuals build confidence and increase their willingness to engage in similar exchanges…positive 

experience in the past may result in a higher level of both behavioral skills and motivation” (1989, p. 279).  

Past experience creates knowledge about appropriate and inappropriate behavior and becomes an 

uncertainty reduction mechanism, which was seen as an outcome variable of competence. Imahori and 

Lanigan’s findings were also supported by Martin and Hammer (1989) and by Bel and Daly’s (1984) 

notions of affinity seeking behavior, uncertainty reduction, and interpersonal knowledge gained from 

experience, which they saw as important competencies of the relationship building process.  

Cultural Diversity Competence  

 Hogan-Garcia (1999), studying human relations within an organization, found cultural competence 

to be an ongoing multilayered process that involves layers at personal, interpersonal, and organization wide 

levels. He stated that culture is both subjective and objective: it is subjective because it dictates how and 

why individuals need to behave in a certain way; it is objective as it patterned behavior and habitual 

experiences and culture has an unspoken rationale in social interactions. Hogan-Garcia talked about 

personal culture—core identity that consists of an individual’s personal meaning system, beliefs, values, 

perceptions, assumptions, and explanatory framework about reality. Hogan-Garcia’s contributions are 

seminal because he illuminated the inner layer of an individual and meaning system as underlying building 

blocks of relationship building. He discussed an individual’s unique constellation of usual behavior and its 

relationship to building cultural competence.  

Thus, an individual’s personal culture can be developed through social interactions with family 

and other people in the socio-cultural milieu (Hogan-Garcia, 1999). Hogan-Garcia further expanded the 

concept of cross-cultural relationships by adding sociological elements such as ethnicity, socioeconomic 

position, physical appearance, and personal abilities as part of personal cultures. According to Hogan-

Garcia, personal culture is a dynamic entity that underlies behavior. He was the only researcher in this 

literature review to talk about personal culture. In his study, communication was the key to relationship 

building competence, implying that personal culture plays a key role in cross-cultural relationships.     

Expectancy-Valance Model of Cross-Cultural Adaptation 

 Black and Gregersen (1990) introduced an expectancy-valence model based on the notion of the 

importance of the sojourner’s expectations in adaptation to the host culture. This model was based on the 
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assumption that an individual’s expectations lead to positive evaluations of the experience that ultimately 

result in adaptations to the new culture to fulfill the individuals’ expectations. Table 2.1 shows how 

expectations relate to positive and negative adaptations. 

 

Table 2.1: Expectancy-Valance Model of Cultural Adaptation  

Pre-experience Experience Evaluation Outcome 

expectations fulfilled satisfied Good adjustment 

expectations unfulfilled dissatisfied Poor adjustment 

(Martin, 1999, p. 305) 

This model was based on the assumption that personal expectations have a direct relationship to cultural 

adaptation and understanding of the other person in the relationship (Black & Gregersen, 1990).  

Black and Gregersen (1990) emphasized that prior and current experience are important 

determinants of cross-cultural adjustments because unsatisfied expectations and experience lead to negative 

results and withdrawal, while positive expectations and experience lead to positive change and adaptation 

to new culture. Black and Gregersen’s research was based on Martin and Rohrlich (1991b) and Weissman 

and Furnham (1987) as they also supported this conception. Black and Gregersen (1990) stated that when 

expectations are low, the outcome of cultural adjustments turns out to be better than expected.  Kim (1878, 

1988) stated that interactions are also important in this cross-cultural adaptation process; thus, social skills 

play a key role as enablers of appropriate interactions between the sojourner and the host culture people. 

Hull (1979) stated that reciprocal relationships and interaction are important components of adaptation as 

they lead to better communication skills that facilitate adaptation. Thus, Black and Gregersen (1990) 

brought out several concepts: reciprocity, expectation, and adaptations as important behavior of 

relationship building using previous research. 

Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity  

Bennett’s (1993) intercultural sensitivity model has been the most popular and foundational theory 

for many intercultural training models for multiple audiences and considered influential in cross-cultural 

education field. This model was based on the conception that intercultural sensitivity is not natural; cross-
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cultural contacts most often involve bloodshed, oppression, or genocide. This extreme edge of human 

behavior, Bennett defined as ethnocentrism. He suggested that the intercultural communication approach 

can remedy these situations and gradually transform an ethnocentric individual to ethnorelativistic 

individual who recognizes and accepts differences of others without conflicts (Bennett, 1993). The 

fundamental premise of this model was twofold: that individuals differ in their own phenomena based on 

their worldviews and cultures differ fundamentally from one another (Bennett, 1993).  

The intercultural sensitivity model contained six stages in the transformation process of an 

individual from ethnocentric to ethnorelativistic. These stages were (a) denial, which included isolation and 

separation; (b) defense, which included denigration, superiority, and reversal; (c) minimization, which 

included concepts of physical universalism and transcendent universalism; (d) acceptance, which included 

respect for behavioral differences and value differences; (e) adaptation, which included empathy and 

pluralism, and (f) integration, which included contextual evaluation and constructive marginality (Bennett, 

1993). This model was based on the assumption that “cultural differences can be experienced at several 

levels” (Bennett, 1993, p. 25). It is Bennett’s belief that communication and training can be used to 

transform ethnocentric individuals to ethnorelativistic individuals (Gudykunst, 1976; Gudykunst & 

Hammer, 1983; Paige & Martin, 1983). Therefore, the basic learning goals of intercultural communication 

and training need to be cultural awareness, other-culture awareness, and a variety of skills in intercultural 

perceptions and communication (Bennett, 1993). Though Bennett did not refer to specific competencies in 

an individual, the above-mentioned learning goals imply needed competencies in the form of a variety of 

skills that can form intercultural perceptions and cultural awareness.   

Bennett’s conception was that the process of intercultural development moves through cognitive, 

affective, and behavioral dimensions. The initial development stage is cognitive–learning and categorizing 

cultural differences. The reaction to this development is affective—a feeling of threat to the stability of an 

individual’s worldview; the response to this stage is behavioral—join activity towards a common goal. 

Thus, another assumption of Bennett’s model was that cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions are 

interrelated and are continuous processes of building intercultural communication skills that transform an 

individual to the ethnorelativism stage. Bennett’s model emphasized that communication and training are 

the medium of transforming an ethnocentric person to ethnorelativistic person. 
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Bennett acknowledged other viewpoints expressed by Paige and Martin (1983) and Hoopes 

(1981).  Paige and Martin (1983) suggested behavior requirements (active/passive), risk of failure and/or 

self-disclosure (low/high), and culture learning focus that is linked to cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

dimensions (Bennett, 1993). Paige and Martin added that one’s inner psychological feelings are important 

components. Hoopes (1981) suggested that qualities of an ethnorelativistic person are awareness, 

understanding, acceptance, respect, and appreciation. In his six-staged developmental model of cultural 

sensitivity, Bennett included what Paige described as cognitive, affective, and behavioral components and 

Hoopes’ qualities of an ethnorelativistic person.  This model has been used often in cross-cultural training 

and still it stands as an outstanding model that incorporates useful components of cultural sensitivity.  

Relational Model of Cross-Cultural Relationship 

Several outstanding studies in the field of cross-cultural studies contributed to the development of 

a relational model that depicts cross-cultural relationships. In this model, the sojourner and the host national 

were the major players (Wiseman et al., 1987). Each dyadic member contributed to the relational outcomes 

of competence, experience, and goal. The dimensions of competencies were one’s motivation, knowledge, 

and skills. The motivation dimension included (a) specific attitudes towards the other’s culture (Wiseman et 

al., 1987) and (b) general attitudes about other cultures—for example, ethnocentrism and open-mindedness 

(Gudykunst et al., 1977; Wiseman et al., 1987). The knowledge dimension included these operational 

variables: (a) appropriate knowledge of interaction rules (Collier, 1988); culture specific and culture 

general knowledge (Wiseman et al., 1987); and (c) linguistic knowledge (Nishida, 1985). Attitudinal 

orientation was considered a part of the knowledge dimension and was an important variable of 

competence. Social anxiety, unconditional regard, assertiveness, attentiveness, attraction, and attitudinal 

similarity were part of attitudinal variables (Wiseman et al., 1987). These variables were borrowed from 

previous researchers, such as Hofstede (1961).  Skills included seven dimensions of behavioral 

competence, such as display of respect, interaction posture, orientation to knowledge, empathy, self 

oriented role behavior, interaction management, tolerance for ambiguity, and proficiency in host national 

languages. This model brought useful insights into cross-cultural competencies. 

 Gudykunst (1994) suggested knowledge and skills as cross-cultural competencies. Knowledge 

included how to gather information, understanding personal similarities and differences, how to interpret 
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others behavior. Skills are needed to reduce uncertainty and anxiety. Skills referred to are one’s ability to 

be mindful; to be cognitively aware of different communication processes; to tolerate ambiguity; to deal 

effectively with situations where there is little information and when the outcomes are difficult to predict. 

Skills are also described as the ability to manage anxiety; feel empathy; adapt to the expectations of others; 

and make accurate predictions and explanations of others (Gudykunst, 1994).  

In summary, cross-cultural relational competencies have been discussed and viewed differently by 

many researchers. From their research, major categorizations of competencies including knowledge, 

behavior, skills, and motivation have been considered.    

Developmental Model of Intercultural Competence 

Collier and Thomas (1988) suggested a development model of intercultural relationship 

competence.  This model has four stages: (a) unconscious incompetence, (b) unconscious competence, (c) 

conscious competence, and (d) conscious incompetence.  They referred conscious and unconscious 

competencies to describe intercultural communication competence as the way of developing intercultural 

relationships.  

Collier and Thomas (1988) used intercultural managerial competencies suggested by Gudykunst, 

Wiseman, and Hammer (1977) as the theoretical foundation for their study. Gudykunst, et al.’s model 

consisted of cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains of intercultural competencies.  This model used 

cross-cultural attitude as the predictor variable.  The cognitive domain included the ability to understand 

the existing opportunities, the culture, how to make things happen, and what is needed to build a business; 

they should be able to discuss how trade is conducted, understand typical business development process to 

refer to specific opportunities, identify cultural norms, and so on.  Affective competencies were defined as 

one’s ability to reduce anxiety; to learn constructive thinking, channel emotions, and learn how to gain 

trust; to lower barriers; to handle uncertainty, values, emotions; to tolerate ambiguity; and to deal with it 

(Gudykunst, Wiseman, & Hammer, 1977).  The behavioral domain included the abilities to be successful in 

trade; to conduct trade; to build relationships; to handle common problems; to establish social and business 

contacts, and so on.   

Later researchers, such as Williams and Bent (1996), based their research on the cognitive, 

affective, and behavioral domains, all as described above. Williams and Bent’s (1996) new model included 
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cognitive, self-orientation, and other-orientation domains.  Intercultural relationship building has been 

included as an element of the other-oriented domain.  In their model, relationship development and 

willingness to communicate were identified as key success factors (Williams & Bent, 1996).  Livermore 

(1998), in his research on social construction of adult learning, suggested knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 

ethical behavior as foundational domains of cross-cultural competencies.   

Cluster Model of Emotional Competency  

Boyatzis, Goleman, and Rhee (2000) expanded Goleman’s (1999) emotional inventory to 

introduce a cluster model of competencies. Their research included non-cognitive aspects of emotional 

competencies.  Boyatzis et al. (1999, 2000) conducted different analyses of the same research study twice. 

In the second analysis, the original instrument was revised to accommodate a variety of competencies. 

Thus, Boyatzis et al. (2000) used twenty indicators to measure cross-cultural competencies and the findings 

were presented in a cluster model.  

Boyatzis et al. (2000) used earlier theories to lay the foundation for their research. For example, 

they depended heavily on McClelland’s (1961) achievement motivation theory, the concept of a need for 

achievement as it drives achievement orientations. Need for power drives team building and collaboration, 

influence, building bonds, leadership and so forth (McClelland, 1985). Need for affiliation drives empathy 

(Burruss & Boyatzis, 1981). Boyatzis’s (1981) concept of cognitive complexity that drives systems 

thinking and pattern recognition is counted as analytic competence. 

Boyatzis et al. (1999, 2000) cited that there were many ambiguities and difficulties in defining and 

showing clear demarcations between each competency. Inter-relationships and overlaps between clusters 

are essential to be effective. For example, achievement orientation and adaptability competencies may 

compensate for systems thinking. Boyatzis et al.’s (2000) study compared theoretical and empirical clusters 

of competencies. Boyatzis et al. expanded Goleman’s (1998) theoretical cluster of competencies as given in 

the Table 2.2. In Boyatzis et al.’s (1999) analysis, three new clusters emerged: 

1.   Self awareness: emotional self awareness, accurate self assessment, and conscientiousness. 

 

2.   Self management: self confidence, adaptability, achievement orientation, initiative, change 

catalyst, and self control. 
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3.   Social skills: empathy, service orientation, developing others, communication, organizational 

awareness, building bonds, collaboration, trustworthiness, leadership influence, and team 

capability.  

 

In their second analysis, they found four clusters of competencies (Boyatzis et al., 2000). Boyatzis et al. 

(1999) in their quantitative research, using 596 managers and leaders in large corporate businesses as 

research participants, revised the emotional intelligence cluster model twice as given in the table 2.2 below. 

This table shows Gloeman’s theoretical model has five clusters: self-awareness, self- regulation, 

self-motivation, empathy and social skills, and Boyatzis et al.’s original research showed three clusters: 

self-awareness, self-management, and social skills. Their second analysis derived four clusters: self-

awareness, self-management, social awareness, and social skills.  
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Table 2.2 Theoretical and empirical clustering of the competencies in the Emotional Intelligence (EI) 

model.  

Theoretical – clusters 
(Goleman, 1998) 

Original results-Empirical – 
clusters  
(Boyatzis et al.,1999) 

New revised version of empirical 
– clusters 
Boyatzis et al.,2000) 

Self-awareness 
- emotional self awareness 
- accurate self awareness 
- self confidence 
 

Self-awareness 
- emotional self awareness 
- accurate self awareness 
- conscientiousness  
 

Self-awareness 
- emotional self awareness 
- accurate self awareness 
- self confidence 
 

Self-regulation 
- self control 
- trustworthiness 
- conscientiousness 
- adaptability 
- innovation 
 

Self-management  
-  self control 
-  trustworthiness 
-  self confidence 
-  adaptability 
-  change catalyst 
-  achievement orientation 
-  initiative 

Self-management 
- self control 
- conscientiousness 
- adaptability 
- achievement orientation 
- initiative 

Self-motivation 
- achievement orientation 
- commitment 
- initiative 
- optimism 

  

Empathy  
- empathy 
- organizational awareness 
- service orientation 
- developing others 
- leveraging diversity 

Social skills 
- empathy 
- organizational awareness 
- service orientation 
- developing others 

Social awareness 
- empathy 
- organizational awareness 
- service orientation 

Social skills 
- leadership 
- communication 
- influence 
- change catalysts 
- conflict management 
- building bonds 
- collaboration and corporation 
- team capabilities 

- leadership 
- communication 
- influence  
- trustworthiness 
- conflict management 
- building bonds 
- teamwork and collaboration 

Social skills 
- leadership 
- communication 
- influence  
- change catalyst 
- conflict management 
- building bonds 
-  teamwork and collaboration 
- developing others 

Source: (Boyatzis, Goleman, & Rhee, 2000, p. 14) 
 

Some of the key findings of Boyatzis et al.’s (1996) study were that a high need for power predicts 

frequency of demonstration of influence behaviors, such as those evident in the competencies of the social 

skills cluster; and that agreeableness drives the social awareness cluster. Boyatzis et al. (1996) found that 

there was a stronger association between a person’s operating philosophy (philosophical orientation) and 

clusters of competencies than specific competence. From the different explanations given by different 

researchers, it can be concluded that there is no one way to build cross-cultural relationships, because 
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relationship competencies are highly situational and an individualized processes based on multiple factors.  

Boyatzis et al.’s (1996, 2000) studies are essential to my dissertation research in that my research adopts a 

similar cluster model of competencies. Based on the above review of research, the gaps that might need the 

attention of future researchers are summarized below.  

 
Social Capital Theory Perspectives of Relationships 
 

The social capital theory perspective of social networks has been discussed over the last two 

decades by many scholars, such as Coleman (1988), Putnam (1993), Bourdien and Wacquant, (1992) and 

Halpern (2005). They argue that social networks are the foundations of social capital, which has been 

considered both a concept and a theory. Social capital is defined in many ways depending on the purpose of 

the researcher. In essence, social capital refers to people connected to social networks with shared norms 

that facilitate co-operative action. It is assumed that such co-operative actions of a group of people lead to 

the emergence of trust (Coleman, 1988). Social capital also refers to the institutions, relationships, and 

norms that shape the quality and quantity of a society’s social interactions and social capital is not just the 

sum of the institutions that underpin a society – it is the glue that holds them together (World Bank, 1999). 

“Social capital is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue 

of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition” (Bourdien & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119).   

The basic components of social capital are networks that are formed based on set of norms, values, 

and expectancies shared by group members and “sanctions - punishments and rewards – that help to 

maintain the norms and network” (Halpern, 2005, p. 10). The major concepts discussed within the social 

capital perspectives are social support, social integration, social cohesion, norms, and values that develop 

trust. Putnam, (1993) referring to the success of governments, emphasized that high trust of its people leads 

to high success and low trust leads to low success. Trust has been identified as an outcome of social 

networks. The functions of the social capital theory have been discussed using three conceptual pillars: 

bonding, bridging, and linking (Halpern, 2005).  The bonding refers to having close relationships between 

members of a group, a family, or society. The bridging refers to whom they are connected to and linking 

refers to how people connect to social networks. Further, the social capital perspectives have been 
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discussed at micro-level (people), meso-level (community), and macro-level (nations or international 

(Halpern, 2005). However, there is an ongoing controversy among different researchers about measuring 

trust, which is the major outcome that makes success of social networks.  

In conclusion, many researchers agree that a network of individuals with shared norms and 

understandings facilitates their ability to co-operate economically for mutual advantage. When it comes to 

international trade, networks can benefit from many advantages such as reduced transaction costs due to 

better floor of information, mutual support, and corporation. Some other beneficial factors conducive to 

economic growth are innovation, enhanced entrepreneurial activities, efficient use of resources, and 

effective competition as a result of bonding between members of social networks. 

Summary of the Review 

As can be seen from the studies just reviewed, different researchers have found different domains, 

competencies, concepts, and theories that can be linked to cross-cultural relations. The amount of 

knowledge of these studies contributed is appreciable. Each has added new dimensions to the existing 

literature and a paradigm shift in cross-cultural relationship from traditional “arms length” method of 

conducting international business to a new focus on the role of interpersonal relationships in such 

endeavors is observed.  Through a variety of different designs and varying definitions of relationships, the 

studies nonetheless tended to share a common assumption that business relationships are based on many 

factors such as repeated interactions, behaviors, knowledge, motivation, attitudes, and so on between 

business counterparts. All these studies emphasized the difficulties of studying relationship competencies 

due to its dynamic and fluid nature. Yet, while there has been a plethora of discussions on culture, 

intercultural competencies, and intercultural training designed for employees of large multinational 

corporate businesses, there has been a dearth of studies dealing with owner- managers of small business 

who are doing international business and whose numbers and involvements are increasing in the current 

globalized economy.  None of the research directly dealt with finding international relationship 

competencies within small business owners and managers. 

All of the researchers understood the necessity of developing cross-cultural business competencies 

to avoid failures in cross-border business transactions (Black et al., 1999).  Thus, the need to study 

international business relationship competencies is warranted. While many evolutionary models of 
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intercultural relationships are in existence (Dwyer et al., 1987; Ford, 1980; Wilson, 1995), and some 

studies have described the competencies required for managers to be successful in intercultural work 

situations, there is no particular model that depicts international business relationship building 

competencies among small business owners, much less a model particularly applicable to the Sri Lankan 

small business community to use as a theoretical foundation for my study.   

In summary of the overall review, several observations of research gaps were drawn from the 

previous literature. First there was a dearth of research literature identifying international business 

relationship competencies within small business owner-managers. Second, many research studies focused 

on the research participants in academia or large corporate businesses. Third, available research was 

skewed towards either communication or national cultural dimensions as the sole competency of 

intercultural relations. Fourth, there were methodological biases and limitations as many studies were 

quantitative and not exploring in-depth the inner feelings, attitudes, and behavior of research participants. 

Fifth, there was no consensus among various research findings; hence, no integrated model of cross-

cultural business relationships emerged. Sixth, there were confusions of theoretical and conceptual 

foundations that can be used in future research. Lastly, there was a wide range of terminological variation 

as many researchers used different vocabulary to describe similar concepts and competencies.  A detailed 

description of research problems was provided in Chapter 1 in order to derive a research focus for my 

dissertation.  

Conclusion 

After carrying out an extensive literature review, I summarized several gaps that need further 

research in chapter 1. As mentioned in the problem statement in chapter 1 and in the findings of this 

literature review, there is a dearth of research relevant to internationalization of small businesses and 

international business relationship building competencies. Therefore, I chose to focus on identifying the 

type of competencies that successful small business owner-managers demonstrated while having successful 

international business relationships with their business partners. The next chapter presents the research 

method used in the current study.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND METHODS  
 

This chapter describes the research methodology and the methods used in studying how successful 

small business owner-managers in Sri Lanka initiated, built, and maintained their international business 

relationships. This study also aimed to identify the relational competencies demonstrated by the research 

participants while initiating, building, and continuing their international businesses. For this purpose, I 

chose a case study research method within the qualitative research paradigm. Stake (1994) defines a 

qualitative case study as an intensive, holistic description and an analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, 

or a social unit. Drawing on qualitative research tools, a thematic analysis of participants’ data gathered 

from in-depth interviews and documents analysis was employed. The subsequent sections provide a 

description of the research questions, the research methods, the process of participant selection and 

sampling, the methods of data collection and analysis, and the data integrity, validity, and ethics. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to identify how Sri Lankan small business owner-managers initiated, 

built, and maintained international business relationships in achieving their success in international 

business and what competencies were demonstrated in this process. To accomplish this purpose, three 

research questions were addressed. These questions were designed to examine deeply their thinking, 

attitudes, values, behaviors, philosophies, ethics, desires, relational competencies, and social and cultural 

practices that the Sri Lankan small business owner-managers used in initiating, forming, and sustaining 

international business relationships that resulted in their business success.  

Research Questions 

Q1. How were international business relationships initiated, built, and maintained by Sri Lankan 

small business owner-managers?  

Q2. What international business relationship competencies did Sri Lankan small business owner 

managers demonstrate as they engaged in international business relationships? 

Q3. What did Sri Lankan small business owner-managers value as they engaged in international 

business relationships? 
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The Research Method 

This study used the multiple case study research method. The case study method has the capability 

to use multiple data collection methods and sources to study the chosen case or a number of cases in an in-

depth and holistic manner (Patton, 2002). Based on the purpose and the nature of the research questions, 

the multiple case study method, which is placed within the umbrella of interpretive research paradigm, was 

chosen. The rationale for selecting this research method is described below.    

Rationale for Selecting the Qualitative Case Study Method 

A qualitative case study method was chosen due to its suitability to achieve the goals and the 

purpose of this study. First, a qualitative case study method is appropriate to understand a complex social 

phenomenon and inner layers of human behavior in a holistic manner (Yin, 2003).  Yin also stated that case 

study research has the capability to inform and illustrate implications for practice, theory, and policy which 

further enhance the chosen field of study. Patton states, “qualitative methods permit inquiry into selected 

issues in great depth with careful attention to detail, context, and nuance; that data collection needs not be 

constrained by predetermined analytical categories” (2002, p. 227).  

Second, a case study permits qualitative inquiry, which is particularly oriented toward exploration 

and discovery. Using inductive analytical framework, general behavioral patterns can be observed (Patton, 

2002).    

Third, a case study method permits selecting information-rich cases that allow an in-depth study of 

the selected participants. “Cases can be individuals, incidences, or a specific bounded system” (Patton, 

2002, p. 447).  The case study approach to qualitative analysis constitutes a specific way of collecting, 

organizing, and analyzing data to gather comprehensive, systemic, and in-depth information about each 

case of interest (Patton, 2002).   

Fourth, a case study approach has the capacity to accommodate a variety of research techniques, 

the flexibility to select appropriate information-rich cases to study holistically, the ability to investigate a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real life context (Yin, 1994), and the ability to carry out research 

within the defined boundaries related to the chosen phenomenon.  

A case study is an exploration of a bounded system or a case (or multiple cases) over time through 

an in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information rich in context (Creswell, 2008). This 
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method can include multiple sources of information such as observations, interviews, audio-visual material, 

documents, and reports.  The defined boundaries were that the case units or participants of my research 

were limited to Sri Lankan small business owner-managers who employed fewer than 500 employees and 

are currently continuing international businesses with a demonstrated growth. Further, the case participants 

were nationally accepted as successful business owners or managers. All the research participants chosen 

for this study were recipients of many awards such as successful exporters, importers, best entrepreneurs, 

and the world’s best entrepreneurs.   

Fifth, the participants, as described earlier, can be counted as information rich cases, because they 

already demonstrated success in internationalizing their businesses and evidence was found not only from 

person-to-person interviews but also from news media archives such as national newspapers, television, the 

Internet, the bank officials, business advisors, and their customers. 

Case study research is not necessarily representative.  “Case studies are not usually intended to be 

representative, but the basis for selection and for omission is still needed for assessment of the evidence by 

readers” (Shipman, 1997, p. 63).  Researchers can even study a single case or multiple cases holistically to 

find what they want.  Case studies can have profound theoretical implications.  This method can generate 

new beginnings in theory or new branches of an existing theory.  It can be both descriptive and exploratory 

(Yin, 1994).   

 Sixth, a case study approach has the capability to explore hidden issues in depth using emic 

(insiders’) perspectives. The common criticism in international studies was that earlier studies used 

outsiders’ (etic) perspectives to study culture and human behavior, and therefore, they did not bring up the 

hidden layers of the reality of international relationship competencies (Pike, 1967).  For example, Pike 

stated that, in general, studies focused on understanding intercultural relationships and relevant 

competencies using etic perspectives as they ignored emic perspectives that derived from anthropological 

linguistics.  Pike (1967) extended this phenomenon to non-linguistic cultural phenomena.  His idea was that 

etic perspectives can only discover culture-general constructs for comparison purposes across cultures, 

while emic perspectives can focus on culture-specific aspects within and between cultures under study.  

This observation has been further evidenced throughout the literature review. Many researchers used 

quantitative methods and predetermined survey instruments to test behaviors of people in different 
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nationalities. My study is intended to explore emic perspectives by carrying out an in-depth inquiry of 

information rich cases.  

To achieve my research purpose of studying hidden layers of individuals’ behavior to learn how 

they initiated, built, and maintained international business relationships, it required an in-depth data 

collection. Thus, I chose multiple case studies to explore hidden layers of competencies, behaviors, values, 

and beliefs of the research participants. In choosing information rich cases, participant selection plays a 

crucial role in achieving the purpose of the study. Next, location, participant recruitment, and data 

collection methods are described. 

Research Location 

I decided to conduct this research in Sri Lanka because of my familiarity and exposure to the Sri 

Lankan business environment. Further, it would help me to manage the field research with limited finances.  

Therefore, I have selected small business owner- managers who are involved in exports and imports or 

international joint businesses located in Sri Lanka, especially in the districts of Colombo and Kalutara 

where most exporters and importers are located and many of the commercial activities are centered. The 

last section of this chapter includes the contextual background of the Sri Lankan economic, social, cultural, 

and business environments to create an understanding of the surrounding contextual background of the 

research participants.  

Research Participant Recruitment 

Understanding the unit of analysis and choosing one is critical to achieve useful information in the 

case study research method (Patton, 2002).  Small business owner-managers are the units of analysis in this 

study. Each business person is considered a case study. Most often, in Sri Lanka, owners are the managers 

who have decision-making power on behalf of their organizations. Therefore, in this study, I used the term 

“small business owner-managers” to refer to the research participants who are the owners and also the 

managers of their businesses. How those participants initiated, formed, and maintained intercultural 

relationships is the phenomenon under study.  Patton suggested that selecting information-rich cases from 

which one can learn a great deal about the chosen phenomenon is important for an in-depth study (Patton, 

2002).  According to Patton, the strategy for selection of participants depends on the purpose of the study, 

the resources available, the questions being asked, and the constraints being faced.   
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Selecting information-rich cases depending on the purpose is called purposeful sampling (Yin, 

2002).  The logic and power of the purposeful sampling is its ability to select information-rich cases to gain 

an in-depth understanding (Patton, 2002). Patton (2002) and Merriam (1998) suggested several strategies to 

select cases using purposeful sampling: (a) extreme or deviant case sampling, which means the cases are 

information rich because they are unusual or special; they may be outstanding cases due to extreme success 

or notable failures, (b) convenient sampling—selecting what is fast and convenient depending on the 

resources and time.  However, they stated convenient sampling is not a good method to carry out research 

in a more professional manner.  Therefore, I selected information rich cases based on the first strategy—

purposeful sampling discussed by Patton.  

Following were the criteria used in the participant selection process: 
 

1. The participants should have ongoing international business that may be either exports/imports or 

joint venture or partnership business in countries other than their own country of residence.  

2. They should be willing to provide rich information about their stories, critical incidences and how 

they initiate, build, and maintain international business relationships. 

3. Their international business should have been continuously successful during the last ten years. 

The ten-year criterion was set based on the researcher’s belief and experience. It is less likely that 

participants can develop more close sustainable relationships to provide thick descriptions 

regarding various stages, critical incidents, and stories of their relationships if that relationship had 

been in existence for less than ten years. This has been further supported by Holmlund (2003). She 

states “time is an inherent feature of a relationship, and consequently time is a significant aspect 

when conceptualizing and empirically studying relationships” (Holmlund, 2003, p. 280). Because 

a business relationship is a dynamic multifaceted process, we should focus on long-term 

relationships instead of short-term episodes in order to understand the true nature of relationships 

(Holmlund, 2003).  

4. The business owner-managers should have more than one international business partner with 

whom they interact closely and continue having mutually beneficial business relationships, 

frequent interactions and or business transactions with them on a weekly or monthly basis during 

the ten years before the interviews. Thus, close interactions with other business partners from 
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different nationalities or ethnicities across geographical borders is considered one indication to 

qualify to be a prospective research participant. 

5. Language skills of the researcher and research participants play a crucial role. The researcher is a 

native Sri Lankan and fluent in both Sinhala and English.  Therefore, research participants who 

speak English or Sinhala were selected so that the researcher herself could feel and immerse 

herself in their real life situations to gain deeper understandings of the participants. This criterion 

made it easy to understand and transform the same meaning of questions to all the participants for 

consistency of the answers.  

6.  Nationally recognized award winners are considered amongst outstanding successful business 

persons. The Sri Lankan government and chambers of commerce acknowledge outstanding small 

business people by honoring them with many awards, such as presidential award for the best 

entrepreneur, best exporter, best innovator, and so on. In addition, several international 

organizations such as Rotary and Lions Clubs, and Zonta International also honor outstanding 

business people by awarding the “World’s Best Entrepreneur” title to those who qualify. To be 

selected for such an award is a rare opportunity and winners have to demonstrate outstanding 

business success for a long period of time both nationally and internationally. In Sri Lanka, 

outstanding entrepreneurs were selected for the Best Entrepreneur Award based on several key 

indicators such as demonstrated entrepreneurial spirit, personal integrity, innovation, continuous 

growth, and ethical business practices. Further, their organizational performances are measured in 

terms of financial performance, strategic direction, and the impact had on national and global 

environment.   

7.  By definition, the research participants need to be owner-managers of small businesses having 500 

or fewer full-time employees. Among the total of ten research participants interviewed, one 

exceptional case was selected for this study because that person increased her number of employees 

from 300 to 3000 as she opened a new factory three months before the interviews. During part of the 
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last ten years she had fewer than 500 employees, hence, she was chosen as a suitable research 

participant. 

Appendix A provides a summary of research participants’ background data, awards, type of business, 

employment, and number of years they were in international business. To fulfill the IRB requirements 

of confidentiality of participant data, pseudonyms were used in this study.  

Selection of research participants and interviews were carried out in eight stages:   

1. Preparing a preliminary list of prospective research participants: I searched through the 

Internet, small business news magazines, newspapers, and libraries to find stories about 

successful business owners and award winners and prepared a list of possible participants.  

2. Expanding the list through government and non-government business advisory services: I 

contacted the business advisory and extension services departmental heads of Export 

Development Board, Industrial Development Board, and business networks—Chamber of 

Commerce to get a second opinion about the chosen participants and include new prospective 

participants.   

3. Verifying information through personal contacts: After preparing a list of 100 prospective 

participants, I used my personal contacts to double-check the accuracy of participants’ 

history, background, and business. I sat with two experts, one who has tremendous experience 

in the banking sector and who serves as the director general and CEO of several key 

commercial banks of Hatton National Bank and Pan Asia Bank. This person has the authority 

to disburse finances to business sector and is knowledgeable about the financial performance 

of such businesses. The second person served as the Chairman of Industrial Development 

Board and many key business advisory positions. He was familiar with all levels of businesses 

in the country. The three of us together screened the list of potential participants who are 

considered successful and award winners. Thus, I was able to reduce a list of 100 participants 

to 30 business owner-managers who were recognized as among the leading small business 

owners in the country.  
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4. Checking the willingness to be my research participants: I personally contacted all 30 

prospective participants to find out their willingness to participate and share their experience 

and stories.  

5. Obtaining the consent: I e-mailed the consent letters with a description of my research 

purpose to all the prospective participants.  In this process, twelve persons agreed to volunteer 

for my research.  

6. Fixing dates for personal interviews: Once I got their consent through phone and e-mail 

contacts, I fixed dates and time to meet them personally during the two-month period from 

December 1, 2006 to January 31, 2007.  

7. Providing referrals: In addition, I requested my two personal contacts to provide referrals 

about me and my work to build confidence and create a friendly atmosphere for me to carry 

out interviews.   

8. Holding face-to-face interviews: I personally interviewed them at their own business places. 

Personal touch and referrals made the participants feel confident to disclose their personal 

stories, extend mutual respect, and offer a friendly welcome. It helped me explore more in-

depth data about their inner feelings, history of doing business, conflicts, and how they 

resolve such conflicts and how they initiate, build and maintain close friendships with 

international business partners. Where necessary, I probed with questions to find deep inner 

feelings and experience.  

I did not get their signature in the consent forms as it may affect their confidence, trust, and 

openness. Generally, Sri Lankans value personal trust and friendship than paper work. Some participants 

may not be willing to sign documents as it may mean a threat to their personal relationships. On my 

request, the IRB waived the requirement of written consent as it may jeopardize the effort of collecting rich 

in-depth data. The duration of each interview varied from two to four hours as they unfolded their 

fascinating stories of doing international business.  

Determining the Number of Cases 

According to Patton (2002), the sample selection in qualitative inquiry is dependent on following 

factors: 
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What you have to know, the purpose of the inquiry, what’s at stake, what will be useful, 

what will have credibility, and what can be done with available time and resources. The 

validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do 

with the information richness of the cases selected and the observational/analytical 

capabilities of the researcher than with the sample size (Patton, 2002, p. 244).   

 The size of the sample can be determined at the point of redundancy of information (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Patton, 2002).  Kruger (2002) recommended beginning with a small number of cases expanding, if 

needed, until theoretical saturation or redundancy is reached.  Participants who agreed to provide 

information through face-to-face meetings and telephone conversations were interviewed until I reach the 

redundancy level of information.  I stopped interviews when I felt redundancy of data. Thus, ten 

participants—five males and five females who apparently were the best fit for my selection criteria—

provided extremely rich information.  

 

Data Collection Methods 

Two methods of data collection were employed: 

1. Face-to-face informal interviews that were oriented towards storytelling and conversations. 

The storytelling technique was believed to be appropriate for this study to understand emic 

perspectives of international business relationships to learn their lived experience. Those 

stories were full of critical incidents and experience. 

2. Document analysis:  Documents that describe participants’ stories and their businesses were 

analyzed to triangulate the findings.  

Rationale for Selecting Face-to-Face Informal Interviews 

    Interviewing is an important tool of data gathering because we cannot observe everything about 

people, their feelings, thoughts, intentions, behaviors, past experiences, activities, and so forth (Patton, 

2002).  Interviewing is the most widely used technique for data collection in social inquiry (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2002).  Through interviews, the researcher expects to gather in-depth understanding of different 

critical incidents, day-to-day practices, and life experience of the participants. Interviews do not just 

produce narratives, but they help researchers understand the social world (Silverman, 1997).  While the 
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participants are sharing their subjective views and stories, the researcher objectively makes sense out of the 

information and describes the data with depth and details.  In doing so, the researcher represents the 

research participant’s views and portrays the reality by assigning meanings to the useful insights that need 

attention (Charmaz, 1995).  Silverman (1997) stated that though it is difficult to depict the real person in 

the text, the researcher can describe individuals’ stories to get closer to their real-life experiences through 

the analysis of useful data. The sensitivity of the interview and its closeness to the participants’ lived world 

can lead to knowledge that can be used to enhance the human condition (Kvale, 1996).  However, the 

researcher needs to be neutral in collecting data about the reality.  

The advantage of the face-to-face interview technique is to collect valid, first-hand, and relevant 

data. The questions can be empirically answered.  It researches the meanings that people assigned to their 

lives.  “A professional researcher can be more explicit and frame questions that are specific and empirically 

answerable, objective, and relevant to his/her interests” (Simmons & McCall, 1985, p. 28).   

Having an understanding about the above-mentioned research framework, I chose to carry out 

face-to face interviews as the primary method of data collection because it allows probing questions to 

find more in-depth information. To begin face-to-face interviews, I started with a short informal 

introduction about myself and my studies in the U.S. and how this study is going to be useful. Many of 

the participants commented that they did not have similar research opportunities and thanked me for 

initiating this research. Personal references and informal introduction about me by the known officials 

generated tremendous enthusiasm within the participants as they extended their fullest cooperation by 

giving a huge amount of hidden data about themselves and their business relationships.  

Once I was familiar with the participants, I began a more informal type of conversation as it opened 

the minds of the participants to disclose their hidden behavior and experiential stories.  Patton (2002) 

suggests three types of interview questions.  They are  

1. Informal conversational interview, which relies on spontaneous generation of questions, 

based on the situation, event, and incidents. 

2. General interview guide approach, which involves outlining a set of issues that are to be 

explored; this method involves probing and informal conversational or storytelling style. 
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3. The standardized open-ended interviews, which include a set of questions that are 

carefully worded and have a uniform sequence when interviewing all the participants.  

I used a blend of questions of the first and second method of what Patton suggested—informal 

conversational method and general interview approach. I encouraged participants to tell their stories and 

experiences.  Where necessary, I guided the participants using probing queries.  Spontaneous queries can 

be generated based on the incidents or situations that can be descriptive, explorative, and verifiable (Patton, 

2002).  Through the form of candid conversation type interviews, the researcher can better understand the 

participants’ experiences.  Conversational types of queries can provide opportunities for the participants to 

reflect on how they initiated, built, and maintained their business relationships.  

A question must be answerable within the chosen research framework and resources of the project. 

Simon and McCall (1985) stated, professional researcher can be more explicit and frame questions that are 

specific and empirically answerable, objective, and relevant to his/her interests (Simmons & McCall, 

1985).   

The types of questions posed will heavily influence the type of investigation that follows. 

We want the questions to focus and guide the research without throwing it. Any good 

study always raises as many questions as it answers and thus carries our wheel of 

collective human knowledge forward (fundamental purpose of research—description, 

explanation, and verification—pose quite different classes of questions). Everyday 

speech is filled with queries that reflect these three classes: “what is it (description)” 

“how does it work? (explanation)” and “is it true? (verification)” (Simmons & McCall, 

1985, p. 31) 

When the participants felt comfortable in the interview process, they started telling history of their 

families, about grandparents’ stories, how the participants began their businesses, how they began 

exporting and finding markets, problems they faced, and how they resolved such problems, why and how 

relationships were built and how such relationships helped them entering new markets and business growth. 

Those stories demonstrated their strategic thinking and behavior, which are intertwined with numerous 

competencies in initiating, forming and sustaining relationships with strangers who became business 

partners.  
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In using open-ended questions, the interviewer has to make judgments of any answer (Patton, 2002). 

Open ended queries encourage dialogues. The rule for open-ended response to opinion or attitude 

questions is equally clear and simple.  The interviewer should write down the exact words given by the 

respondent, without summary or omissions.  One way to keep interviewers from affecting answers is to 

reduce interviewer discretion about what to record (Fowler & Mangione, 1990).  All the interviews 

were tape recorded with their permission while taking notes about the major themes and salient points 

that later related to emerging themes. 

Communication scholars have pointed out that the narrative approach is particularly useful in studying 

interpersonal relationships.  Richardson (1990) stated that narrative is the best way to understand human 

experiences because it is the way humans understand their own lives.  Baxter (1992) supported this idea, 

saying that personal narratives emerge through personal relationships.  

 Burner (1986) stated that narratives can help capture the meanings, essence, lived experiences, 

lessons, and values of relationships.  The traditional quantitative research paradigm does not capture such a 

type of human nature (Bruner, 1986).  According to Bruner, narratives allow the researcher to engage in a 

close exploration of interpersonal relationships and hidden competences.  In doing so, the researcher will be 

able to understand human experience, struggles, critical incidents, practices of daily lives, and individual’s 

meaning-making and behavioral processes.  I asked participants to tell their life stories about how they 

initiate and what happens in the process of relationships to gain better insights to identify their relationships 

and relational competencies. Compared with other research methods, narratives can better be able to depict 

the life situations, temporal experiences, tensions, surprises, reversals, disappointments, and achievements 

of actual experience for a longer period of time (Tillmann-Healy, 1998). 

 Narrative storytelling was the best fit for my research because in many cases participants do not 

have a clear idea about the concept of intercultural relationships, therefore, they may not know how to 

answer interview questions or about the competencies they used.  According to Wengraf (2001), life history 

and focused questions help a researcher to avoid leading participants in the direction that the researcher 

expects to collect data.  This method allowed me to capture a better sense of participants’ intercultural 
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relationships while participants freely expressed their inner feelings, importance, and meaningful 

intercultural relationships.    

Document Analysis  

Documents and records are rich sources of data for case studies (Patton, 2002).  In addition to 

personal interviews, narratives, and critical incidents, I used document analysis to find extra information 

related to the participants and their success stories.  The social researcher can undertake empirical research 

based on documents, which incorporates data that is as inclusive as possible, and aims to bring things up to 

date (Denscombe, 2003).  Mostly, newspapers publish success stories of business people, especially about 

award winners and outstanding people.  Internet news articles are some of the documents that contain 

supportive information.  Further, collecting information from a variety of sources supports cross-checking 

or triangulating the data. Thus, I used document analysis to reconfirm the data gathered from participants’ 

stories. 

   

Factors Influencing the Success of this Research 

Good research needs quality data that helps describe the current situation and predict actions for 

the future.  Attention, reliability, validity, accuracy, credibility, and relevancy are some of the key factors.  

To achieve success in research, “the researcher’s personal abilities and skills are also important influences 

in the directions and manner of investigation” (Simmons & McCall, 1985).  The key qualities of data are 

described in the following section.  

 

 Assurance of Data Integrity  

In qualitative research, data integrity and reliability are assured through triangulation of data 

collected and compared with multiple sources (Creswell, 2003; Patton, 2002).  According to Simmons and 

McCall (1985), data are the raw material for every inquiry.  Not all information is data for a specific 

investigation.  Data are items of factual information that can be used in getting direct answers to research 

questions.  Data must be accurate enough for the research questions.  Inaccurate data can be harmful.  

Objective plan of four aspects of data collection such as evoking, selecting, encoding, and recording data 

can sharply enhance all four criteria of data quality—fact fullness, accuracy, relevance, and adequacy.  “If 
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they have built-in biases, the entire inquiry goes astray” (Simmons & McCall, 1985, p. 63).  To avoid some 

possible biases and wrong data, the researcher used multiple methods, which helped cross-check data for 

accuracy as a way of triangulation. 

Triangulation 

Denzin (1970) stated triangulation is the application and combination of several research 

methodologies and sources to study the same phenomenon.  Shipman (1997) describes it as “crosschecking 

and seeking second opinion about the data in social research” (p.105).  It is a strategy used to add 

credibility to qualitative research.  Triangulation using multiple methods of data collection and analysis 

enhances the reliability and internal validity.  A common triangulation is the use of two or more methods of 

data collection and this strategy can be considered as an alternative to the concepts of reliability and 

validity in quantitative research (Denzin, 1970).  Among many strategies of triangulation, using a variety of 

sources of data collection seems suitable for my research. A variety of sources of data collection used in 

this study are already discussed in the data collection section of this chapter. 

An audit trial is another way to increase the credibility.  For that purpose an investigator must 

describe in detail how the data were collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made 

throughout the inquiry (Merriam, 1998).  I selected interviews, narratives and stories, and document 

analysis as the data collection techniques. In addition, verification of data using personal references was 

also used to triangulate certain information, such as the type of awards, their popularity, and their social 

recognition.  Use of multiple sources of data collection invariably helped crosschecking the data.  It is my 

belief that those multiple sources of data enhanced the credibility of my research.  

Patton (2002) emphasized three distinct elements of establishing credibility in qualitative research.  

They were application of rigorous methods in doing fieldwork that yield high quality data that are 

systematically analyzed paying attention to issues, the researcher’s track records, status, credibility, and 

competencies are important because the researcher is the instrument of the qualitative investigation.  The 

researcher’s background, motivation, experience, and training are some of the aspects that affect the results 

as well as the framework for analysis. Philosophical beliefs about the value of qualitative inquiry, 

fundamental appreciations of naturalistic inquiry, qualitative methods, inductive analysis, purposeful 

sampling, and holistic thinking are some other factors that enhance credibility (Patton, 2002).  Therefore, 
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an honest description of the researcher and his or her motivation for the study as well as the justification of 

the methodology adds to the credibility of the research results (Creswell, 2003; Patton, 2002).  A detailed 

description of the researcher is given in chapter 1.   

 

Design and Instrumentation 

 There were a few guidelines, but I did not use a preset instrument. In-depth interviewing strives to 

get the person being interviewed to talk about stories, experiences, feelings, opinions, and knowledge.  

According to Patton (2002), descriptive or narrative type answers help reveal people and the world they 

come from, enabling the researcher to gain more comprehensive understanding about the matter studied.  

For easy understanding, I used the terminology familiar to the participants. To begin, I introduced myself 

and thanked the participants for volunteering to be interviewed. After a formal opening of the conversation, 

I asked about their background, the nature of their business, and my interest to learn their stories of doing 

international business.   

The following probing questions were asked where necessary: 

1. Could you please describe how you initiated and continue your international business?  

2. What made you to do that, how did you begin, and when did you begin? Who helped in what 

way?  

3. What problems did you encounter while doing international business? How did you solve 

them? Why did you solve them that way? Tell me your story of doing business 

internationally.  

4. Do you believe you have been successful in international business? Why so? Give me 

examples through your life experience.  

5. What were your goals in doing so? Probing questions varied depending on the situation. 

Often, it was a friendly discussion and listening to stories rather than question and answer. 

Their stories included rich data about their family and business history, problems and 

conflicts, current situation, their trips abroad, education, other personal, business, and social 

life experiences, behaviors, values, and inner philosophies. 
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Methods of Data Analysis 

 
Several methods were used to make valid meanings out from the qualitative data. “Data analysis is 

the process of making sense out of data; it involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people 

say… A rich and meaningful analysis of the data will not be possible if analysis is begun after all data are 

collected” (Merriam, 1998, p. 177-78). All sources of data need to be organized together.  It is called the 

case study data base (Yin, 1994, p. 194).  Patton differentiated the case record from case study.  The case 

record pulls together and organizes the voluminous case data into a comprehensive primary resource 

package.  The case records include all the major information that will be used in doing the case analysis. I 

used case records for my analysis. 

In qualitative research, rich, thick data providing enough description is needed so that the reader 

will be able to determine how closely their situations match the research focus (Merriam, 1998). Based on 

the experts’ advice, I used thematic analysis to find salient themes and clustered them into closely related 

major themes and sub-themes.  

 

Data Coding and Organization into Themes 

A variety of data analysis techniques were used. Before performing the thematic analysis, I 

transcribed the interviews verbatim. For question 1, I used a technique similar to a phenomenological 

approach (Giorgi, 1985) to identify themes. Giorgi suggested it is important to gain an overall 

understanding of the data by reading the entire transcript in order to derive a global sense of the whole.  

The next step was to break down the text into meaning units, then examine each meaning unit of the 

participants’ own words to interpret the phenomenon. Then I synthesized the meaning units to understand 

the meaningful patterns of the essence of the phenomenon under investigation. In this process, one main 

essence and three essences emerged from the texts. In the description, several constituents illuminated the 

meanings of these essences. Thus, “doing business is like a family” was emerged as the main essence, and 

there were four other essences within this essence. They are described in chapter 4.    

For the rest of the questions, I used data coding to identify the key findings. The data coding was 

done in the transcripts manually. In a later section the steps of coding and data analysis are described in 
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detail.  According to Merriam (1998), themes need to be compatible with the purpose and theoretical 

framework of the study.  However, adhering to an existing concept or theory may hinder the emergence of 

new categories or themes (Merriam, 1998). The findings need to reflect the purpose of the research and 

usually are the answers to research questions.  The findings should be exhaustive, mutually exclusive, 

sensitizing, and conceptually congruent (Patton, 2002). Data coding and an analysis were performed in 

different stages as described below.  

All the interviews were coded and categorized into similar clusters. Since there was no 

foundational theoretical framework or a competency model appropriate for this study, I decided to let the 

competency categories emerge independently throughout the analysis of data. While gathering data, I 

started coding them according to meaning units or similar categories that emerged in my field notes. Thus, 

the end product was a set of categories or themes of descriptive data relevant to the questions under study. 

 

Data Analysis 

 This study is mainly descriptive and therefore, data analysis was limited to identifying themes and 

categories of importance as stated above.  My effort was to identify the commonly occurring meaning units 

that were helpful and unique and most important as participants continue their international business 

relationships.   

In coding, initially similar meanings were identified and assigned codes. Similar meaning units 

were given the same code at each occurrence.  After the coding was completed, similar meaning units were 

grouped together to form categories. These meaning units were derived based on the patterns such as 

"conversation topics, vocabulary, recurring activities, meanings, feelings, or folk sayings and proverbs" 

(Taylor & Bogdan, 1989, p.131). In this process, data analysis was done in six stages:  

Stage 1. All the interview data were transcribed verbatim.  

Stage 2. The transcript was read and re-read to gain an overall understanding and to derive major 

themes. Once major themes were identified, the essences of each theme were derived and 

interpreted.   

Stage 3.  Next, data was coded to form meaning units. A summary table was designed to record the 

frequency of occurrences of each theme case-by-case. For Q1 and Q4, overall one major 
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theme and four sub-themes were identified and interpreted in chapter 4. For Q2, I used 

clustering of meaning units to derive factors that facilitated internationalization of SBs.  

Stage 4. For Q3, to deduce major competencies and meaning units and to limit a huge number of sub-

units to a few meaningful categories, I used 6-point Likert scale scores. A case study research 

method has the capability to use a variety of data analysis tools depending on the purpose and 

the nature of the research (Pattern, 2002; Creswell, 2008; Denzin, & Lincoln, 2005). Based on 

my own judgment, I assigned a score ranging from “0” to “6” The score “0” is given to the 

competencies that are less frequently cited. The most frequently stated competencies were 

assigned score “6.” The competency units that scored highest were selected for the final stage.   

Stage 5. Closely related meaning units were combined to form clusters of similar competencies.  

Stage 6.  At the final stage, a huge number of competency units were reduced to five categories and 

numerous sub-categories. Wherever it was applicable, to emphasize and give evidence the 

emerging meaning units, I used participants’ own narratives in the text, as given in chapter 

4.  

 

Presentation of the Findings 

The findings were interpreted for each research question addressed in this study. For Q1, the 

findings were presented as one major theme and three secondary-level themes. These sub-themes were 

referred as essences. For Q2, competencies that helped internationalization process were summarized as 

knowledge, personality traits and attributes, skills and talents, behavior, and strategies. For Q3,  the 

meaning units were presented to demonstrate what these participants value in doing international business.  

 

Ethical Issues 

According to Merriam (1998), ethics in conducting research has recently become an important 

consideration to protect human subjects in biomedical, behavioral, and social research. “In qualitative 

studies, ethical dilemmas are likely to emerge with regard to the collection of data and in the dissemination 

of findings” (Merriam, 1998, p. 213).  
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In-depth interviewing may have unanticipated long-term effects.  Interviewing—whether 

it is highly structured with pre-determined questions or semi structured and open-

ended—carries with it both risks and benefits to the informants.  Respondents may feel 

their privacy has been invaded, they may be embarrassed by certain questions, and they 

may tell things they had never intended to recall (Merriam, 1998, p. 214).  

To avoid ethical problems, an IRB approval from the university was obtained prior to the 

interviews, as given in Appendix C.  By using pseudonyms and summarizing the data into themes, I 

ensured anonymity of the data presented. 

In-depth interviewing may have unanticipated long-term effects.  To avoid such ethical issues, I 

adhered to policies, guidelines, and recommendations for dealing with the ethical dimensions as stipulated 

by the IRB.  Actual ethical practice comes down to the individual researcher’s own values and ethics 

(Merriam, 1998).  Thus, I myself was careful about the ethics and values to safeguard the confidentiality of 

the research participants.  

The next chapter provides the themes that emerged from the research in relation to the research 

questions. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND OF THE PARTICIPANTS  
AND THE DATA ANALYSIS   

 
The purpose of this chapter is to identify, summarize, and present the major themes emerging from 

the thematic analysis of the interview data and the documents related to the research participants. The 

findings are presented according to the three research questions as specified in chapter 3 and restated in the 

data analysis section below. Before presenting the emerging themes, a contextual background of each 

research participant is included. The participants’ contextual backgrounds incorporate brief descriptions of 

their business, family, personal history, international relationships, awards, and their unique characteristics 

that facilitated their international business relationships. Then, the thematic analysis of interview data is 

presented.   

 
Contextual Background of the Research Participants 

 
Cross-cultural business relationships are grounded in the contextual backgrounds of the research 

participants and where they grew up and lived (Kim, 2002). Therefore, it is important to study each case 

participant holistically in order to draw conclusions and identify the emerging themes, the essence of those 

themes in terms of competencies they demonstrated in the process of continuing international business 

relationships, and how their business relationships facilitated the internationalization process of their 

businesses.  

This section provides an overview of the demographic and contextual backgrounds of the ten 

research participants (SB owner-managers)—five women and five men. All of the ten businesses were 

operating in Sri Lanka. All of these business organizations export their products to well over thirty 

countries around the world. Nine businesses were located in the capital city, Colombo, and one was located 

in Gall district, where raw materials are available. 

The participants ranged in age from fifty to eighty years. Their experience in doing international 

business varied from fifteen to forty years. Each of them has experience in doing business with minimum 

of ten countries. All of them have had sustaining international business relationships with their clients and 

business partners.  One male and two female participants have had discontinuity of business with two of 

their many international buyers due to non-payment for their export orders and cheating behavior. The 
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participants believed that the absence of close business relationship and tacit knowledge (understanding) 

about the business partners were the major reasons for such discontinuity and vulnerable to opportunistic 

deceptions. According to them, a lack of deeper understanding between clients and business partners 

become a challenging issue of doing international business.  The contextual factors of the ten participants 

are summarized in Appendix A: Summary details of the research participants demographic and background 

data.  

All the participants have won the Sri Lanka’s Best Entrepreneur Award for their excellence in 

doing business within and outside the country. In addition, three of them have won the Best Exporter 

Award, and three women have won the World’s Best Woman Entrepreneur Award. One woman won more 

than twenty awards for excellence in her business. Thus, the selected ten small business owner- managers 

have all been socially recognized as successful and great contributors to the economy. All the participants 

played two key roles as the owner and the manager in their businesses. They have been portrayed as role 

models and leaders in business in numerous media within and outside the country. The next section 

includes a description of each participant. 

 

Description of the Research Participants 

Summarized in this section are the participants’ backgrounds; how they started and grew their 

businesses; who helped them; their personal philosophies and perceptions about success, business 

relationships, and internationalization of SBs; how they create social identity; some of the issues they 

faced; and a few critical incidents regarding their business relationships. 

Case Participant 1: Mrs. J 

Mrs. J is a beauty care business owner-manager who has well over forty years of business 

experience. She was the first woman in the beauty care industry in Sri Lanka who made revolutionary 

changes in the market by introducing herbal medicinal products. She won over twenty local and 

international awards for her excellence in entrepreneurship, innovation, and international business success 

in herbal beauty care products. She has partnership businesses in India, Australia, Europe, and several other 

countries. Her exotic herbal products are also exported to well over twenty countries in Europe, Australia, 

the Middle East, India, Pakistan, Maldives, and North American markets. She is also aiming at mainland 
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China and Hong Kong, where market research and product tests are now being carried out for future 

partnerships.  

Mrs. J was born and raised in a small rural village in Sri Lanka. After her marriage she moved to 

the capital city, Colombo, where she started and grew her business. She is benefited tremendously from her 

exposure since childhood to her father’s furniture manufacturing business. In fact, she said it was her only 

exposure to business before she started her own beauty care business after her husband deserted her.   

Having completed only a general certificate of education (equivalent of a 10th grade education in 

the U.S.) and as a single mother with six children born to her by her early thirties, Mrs. J needed 

tremendous courage and perseverance to provide for her children. It was at this juncture that she started her 

business as a small beauty salon in 1968, and all her income was devoted to educating and bringing up her 

children, all of whom now have received higher education in other countries. Three of them received their 

Ph.D.s. Since then, they have been working for her company. The other three children secured master’s 

degrees, and they work as accountants, marketing managers, and production managers in the same 

company. The company provides 300 direct employment opportunities and approximately 3000 indirect 

jobs to rural women and men. Her business has been continuously growing. Yet she still regards her 

business as a small business, desiring to maintain it as a small family business. 

Mrs. J has won more than twenty awards such as the World’s Leading Woman Entrepreneur, the 

Gold Award for Quality, Best Entrepreneur Award, and so on. Mrs. J said to me that “even yesterday, I got 

a news that I won the gold crown. That is the gold award for quality. It was from England. Three years ago 

I won a gold award from some other country. I cannot remember all these awards. I won more than twenty 

awards as best entrepreneur.” 

Today, she is the largest operator of hair and beauty salons and academies in Sri Lanka (Daily 

News, January 28, 2004). In addition to the retailing of exclusive beauty care products and fashion 

boutiques (training centers for fashion design) within the country, her company exports international brands 

of cosmetics and other personal care products to more than thirty countries.  

Mrs. J’s company has its own research and development unit that carries out extensive research in 

evaluating effectiveness of the use of natural extracts in traditional Sri Lankan Ayurvedic beauty formulas. 

Today, she heads the dynamic research and development team consisting of Ayurvedic doctors, herbalists, 
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botanists and Eastern and Western chemists (Daily News, May 06, 2002). She has promoted internationally 

the concept of traditional Ayurvedic and herbal beauty care, making presentations at conferences, trade 

fairs, on television and the print media in Singapore, Canada, Australia, Kuwait, Dubai, Indonesia, India, 

Maldives, and so on. Thus, she has created a national and international level of social identity, recognition 

for herself as well as her product brand names, and the overall image of her business has become one of the 

strong supporting factors for her international business relationships.  

Mrs. J has demonstrated successful international business relationships with many business 

partners from around the world. Her unique personality and friendly nature facilitates making instant 

friends as she has the ability to win others’ hearts.  Even though she did not know who I was, she 

welcomed me as a friend and invited me to her home and offered me drinks before I began the interview. I 

was able to see her passion for relationship building during the two and half hour period in which she 

unfolded her fascinating story about how she initiated, grew and sustained her business.  Her English 

language ability is remarkably high as I interviewed her in English. She has relatives in the U.S. and other 

countries and she invited me to develop contacts with them, thus demonstrating her inner passion for 

friendship development. 

          Her unique characteristics are her determination, charisma, courage, and a strong belief in 

God as her provider of wealth and success. The confidence she has is remarkable. She believes in 

goal oriented positive thinking and that a loving and caring nature towards her employees and 

children is part of what has made her a success. She believes that family unity is very important 

for the success of her family business.  

Mrs. J is known to many communities within and outside the country. Her popularity is based on 

her business success, reputation, as well as her friendly and humble personality. I believe her story is 

extensively rich with valuable information relevant to my study as several key themes of intercultural 

relationship competences have emerged from her story.   

Case Participant 2: Ms. N 

Ms. N is the owner of several businesses related to the tourism and hotel industry. She 

inherited her businesses after her father’s death and continues the business successfully for nearly 

twenty years. She does business with several international business partners and has established 



84 

  

friendships with most of the business partners and customers and sustained them for nearly twenty 

years. 

Ms. N was born in a well-to-do family and has completed her BA degree and several post 

graduate degrees in the UK and the USA. She lived in both countries and traveled extensively 

around the world. She developed personal connections and friendships with many families and 

learned their culture and society. Her international friends helped her business by connecting 

clients and organizing trips.  

Ms. N’s English language ability is definitely a supporting factor for her successful 

international business relationships. According to her, her early childhood experience laid the 

foundation for her positive thinking, open-mindedness, and friendly nature towards building 

friendships with all her associates and clients whom she met in different countries.  

Ms. N received several awards including the best women entrepreneur award. She 

demonstrated maturity and passion for her business. Her clients are from UK, USA, Europe, and 

many Asian countries. I observed her charismatic and friendly personality and her receptive nature 

during my interviews with her.  

Ms. N created her social identity in many ways. She held several key positions such as 

the president and a board member in the Chamber of Commerce and local non-profit 

organizations. She serves many disadvantaged people; thus she demonstrated her social 

responsibility, generosity, and her networking capabilities with many different people.  

Case Participant 3: Mrs. K 

Coming from a conservative elite family, Mrs. K started her home-based chewing gum and bubble 

gum manufacturing business in the early 1970s, when importing of such products was banned by the Sri 

Lankan government. She said that by starting her chewing gum business at home, she broke her family 

protocols. In the traditional conservative Sri Lankan society, female members of elite families were socially 

restricted to going into ordinary type of vocations such as small business and blue collar work such as self-

employments and laborer jobs. Thus, Mrs. K showed herself to be an outgoing person who desired to work 

equally with the ordinary people in her society.  Later, when her son was born in 1977, she closed down her 

business to look after her children. In 1995, she restarted her second business: label weaving industry in her 
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home with three employees.  By the year 2003, she employed 72 full-time people and increased her 

production to several countries such as the U.S., England, and some Asian countries through her personal 

connections with family friends who lived in those countries. Today, she has become the leading business 

women of manufacturing woven labels for international markets successfully having a well established 

buyer-network in the world. 

Mrs. K was the first Sri Lankan woman who was recognized by the Star Group in the U.S. as one 

of the Leading Women Entrepreneurs of the World in 2003. She won more than three Best Entrepreneur 

Awards and the World’s Best Woman Entrepreneur Award. In addition, she won several other awards for 

her excellence in entrepreneurship for both manufacturing and service industry. The Consortium of Women 

Entrepreneurs of India has given much recognition and publicity to Mrs. K for excellence in her business in 

the year 2001. She joined the Sri Lankan Women’s Chamber of Industries in 1998 as a board member and 

assistant treasurer. Mrs. K was chosen as one of the best fifty businesswomen in the world in 2005. She 

was the first South Asian woman who was featured in the book A History of Success prepared by the 10th 

Gala celebrations of the Leading Women Entrepreneurs of the World in Bangkok, March 20, 2006. The 

Harvard University, John F. Kennedy School of Government honored Mrs. K and appointed her to its 

Women’s Leadership Board.   

Mrs. K has a vision of creating business clinics to help other women entrepreneurs through her 

leadership as the Chair of the Women’s Chamber of Commerce. Her goal is to reach the top in the business 

world. She holds chief executive officer (CEO) positions of her three global businesses: finance, travel, and 

label manufacturing business. She is the sole decision maker for her international businesses. 

She is a self-directed learner and an opportunity seeker as she found some training on automated 

label weaving by herself. Label weaving was a new technology to Sri Lanka at the time she acquired such 

skills. She was trained under a Japanese expert to set up machines and start her new business.  She made it 

a profitable industry as she was able to save one million rupees a year as a result of automation. She 

managed all aspects of the business such as getting orders, designs, production, delivery, and keeping 

accounts as she demonstrated all round knowledge of her business. She is gradually handing over her 

businesses to her children. Her eldest son works in her label manufacturing industry; the second son works 

in her financial and investment business. She alone manages her travel company. 
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Case Participant 4: Mrs. R 

At the time of Mrs. R’s husband’s death in her 20s, she was a housewife with a toddler daughter 

and was pregnant with her second daughter. Today she has become a respected manufacturer and exporter 

of horticulture and garment products to the U.S., Europe, and many Asian countries. Mrs. R won several 

awards as the Best Woman Entrepreneur in Sri Lanka and the World’s Best Woman Entrepreneur.  

Immediately after her husband’s death, she started her home based batik industry with one 

employee in 1973.  Later she started her second business, a horticulture business. Currently she owns a 

ready-made garment business in addition to her other two businesses. Back when she started her first 

business, she did not have experience or any business education. She learned it by running her business. 

She was selected for this study because she has been doing international business since the 1970s as a small 

business, and her workforce was below 500 people. Recently, she increased her workforce to over 3000 and 

her business comes within the medium-size range. 

          Her unique characteristics made her a role model for many women entrepreneurs in Sri 

Lanka. Her determination, power, courage to face challenges, vision, and life goals were some of 

her observable characteristics. After her husband’s death, she did not want to lay back and cry for 

her life as a widow. She had tremendous courage to face challenges. She started her batik industry 

in 1973 and got her first export order for batik dresses in the same year from a known party living 

abroad. She sent the photographs of her products to her friends lived in Frankfurt, Germany. Her 

friends helped her export her products to international markets. That offer opened the door for her 

to develop her garment industry. Thereafter, she was invited to participate in trade fairs, 

exhibitions, and even many hotels to display her goods. Later, she diversified her products to 

handicrafts in 1980. She received an award from the Export Development Board of Sri Lanka as 

the best handicraft business owner at that year. In 1982, she became popular as the best exporter. 

She said that as a single parent it was a great achievement for her.   

Once she was cheated by one of her importers in another country and she lost one million Sri 

Lankan rupees from a business transaction. (One million rupees is a big amount to small business people in 

Sri Lanka.) She said, “I became more courageous due to this incident. I went to courts and I won the case. 

Again in 2004, I had a big loss of a billion rupees consignment because a British buyer did not pay money 
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for my consignment. It was a big blow for me.” However, she solved all the problems and had a legal case 

to get her money back. After she started her garment factory in 1981, she began exporting her products in 

the 1990s. By that time, she employed 35 males and 34 females.  She got her second largest export order in 

1995.  

She created social identity by creating avenues to meet political leaders. She said that “I suggested 

our president about having recognition to change attitude of blue collar jobs against white collar jobs.” She 

sees labor shortage is an acute problem. “Even though some people have a certificate of training from 

corporate organizations, they do not know how to work. The required knowledge is not transferring to 

students even with certificates.” Thus, she demonstrated her inner concerns about the needed structural 

changes to create a conducive environment for business. 

Many of her business relationships were initiated through personal connections. She explained 

how her daughter’s visit initiated new business relationships with the U.S. buyers. She arranged for her 

daughter to participate in a trade show in Los Angeles. That event helped her to attract prospective buyers 

and build lasting business relationships with them. Mrs. R demonstrated many aspects of international 

business relationships that led to success in her business. 

Case Participant 5: Mrs. M 

Mrs. M specialized in designing crafts. She graduated from a university in the United Kingdom. 

She has been a jewelry manufacturer, a designer, and an exporter for over 38 years. She has established 

credibility as a supplier and a designer of jewelry for Queen Elizabeth and the royal family in England, the 

Maldivian President, Mr. Abdul Gayoon and his wife, the Pakistan Prime Minister and his wife Mrs. 

Nawas, and the former Sri Lankan Presidents, the Sri Lankan President Premadasa and his family, and 

President Chandrika Kumaranatunge.  By approaching royal families she established the brand name and 

an image for products and high quality standards for her business which invariably laid the foundation for 

her business success both local and abroad.  According to her, creating social identity by reaching the 

unreachable was part of her success. That way she thinks her business is unique. 

She owns two businesses: international marketing and jewelry. The factories were equipped with 

modern machinery and equipments imported from the U.S. to produce jewelry for the international and 

local markets. She has six retail outlets in Sri Lanka to sell jewelry to local markets.  Altogether she 



88 

  

employed 115 highly skilled people. Her daughter is working as the managing director for one of her 

manufacturing company. Her son-in-law, a qualified charted marketer, was appointed as the managing 

director and he deals with marketing aspects and managing the new company.  On an average, she has the 

capacity to produce up to 10,000 pieces of gold jewelry per month of an 8 hour shift a day. Hers is still a 

small family business. Her clear vision and goals were remarkable and no doubt they would have impacted 

a successful business.  

 She markets her jewelry to more than 20 countries. She currently exports jewelry to the U.S., the 

Benelux, Amsterdam, the UK, and some Asian countries. Her representatives visited other countries in 

search of suitable buyers. The U.S. and European markets are the main focus. Mrs. M also has buyers in 

Sweden, Germany, and New Zealand.  Altogether her business has grown to more than 20 countries. 

Mrs. M won the Entrepreneur of the Year Award from the National Chamber of Commerce in Sri 

Lanka; another award for the most efficiently presented stall at the “Facets Gem and Jewelry Exhibition” in 

Sri Lanka; and a merit award for the best stall at the JCK Show in Las Vegas, USA.  Her credibility, 

personal, and social identity were established by maintaining excellence and quality standards, as well as 

by showing the jewelry privately to Queen Elizabeth. Mrs. M thought meeting Queen Elizabeth was a rare 

opportunity for a small business owner. She believed that this type of credibility was useful in building 

confidence and trust within new business partners. She is concerned about maintaining credible social 

identity and recognition, because they are complementary factors for international business relations. 

Case Participant 6: Mr. BK 

Mr. BK has been in his batik export business since the 1970s.  He was a designer and an 

entrepreneur who has shown his leadership in many respects. He has been the pioneering exporter in his 

business as well as the batik industry as a whole in Sri Lanka.  He started his career at young age as a 

journalist and his English language and communication skills are useful in his international business, 

especially in building close relationships with his international buyers. He said that he has a lot of close 

friends in many countries.  His life story was published in many Sri Lankan newspapers as the pioneer 
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batik manufacturer who took effort to create an image of Sri Lankan crafts; he is a national leader in the 

industry (Daily Mirror , December 17, 2006). 

Mr. BK acquired postgraduate qualifications and started his batik business in the early 1960s, 

more than forty years ago, and it is still thriving in international markets. He said that he has slightly fewer 

than 100 employees currently as his daughter has taken over the business. He is concerned about creating 

an image for himself as well as the handicraft trade as a whole. He said that “it is time that we made a lot of 

effort to turn around the image of all our crafts and made it a national occupation for our people to feel and 

patronize our products in a larger scale making it beneficial for the development of our country” (Daily 

News, February 25, 2006).  

He presents his products as unique and exclusively hand made. Each piece of his products was 

hand-painted using wax by talented artists, and hand-dyed by experienced dye masters in a seemingly 

unlimited variety of colors, ranging from the most vibrant of hues to the subtlest, softest pastels and 

creams. Each piece is therefore a unique product of several artisans' tender care; each piece is a unique 

work of batik art. He exports to more than 25 countries such as Germany, Italy, France, Luxembourg, 

Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Finland, Austria, Australia, Singapore, Japan, Hong Kong, USA, Cuba, 

Seychelles, the Netherlands, the UK, and some Middle Eastern countries.  

Mr. BK said, “We use biodegradable, environmentally friendly dyes that meet the Oeko-Tex 

standard. My product is the Sri Lanka’s best brand name in batik today.”  He is concerned about 

maintaining the quality and brand name of his products just as he is concerned about his own credibility.  

 His popularity was evident through many national newspapers. For more than three decades, he 

has made a mark as an artist, creative designer, entrepreneur, and international marketer. He has held more 

than 100 batik exhibitions in European and Asian countries and Seychelles (Daily News, February 25, 

2006). He also held several key positions in the government. Mr. BK served as a special consultant to the 

Ministry of Rural Industries on Handicrafts Development, a member of the Sri Lanka Tourist Board and the 

Sri Lanka Design Centre, a director of the State Mortgage Bank, and a government media consultant. He 

won the Presidential Award for the Best Producer in 2005. Thus, he has created social identity not just as a 

manufacturer but also as a leader and a social worker. 
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Mr. BK’s strategic initiatives are many: once, he donated the most exclusive dress to the key 

elephant in Dalanda Maligawa, which is the primary political, cultural, and religious center in Sri Lanka; he 

said that “I did the decoration, I did the tusker’s dress and all those things helped me to do my international 

business; I had local exhibitions for my artistic creations.” His strategic behavior and networking skills 

were evident through his social actions. In addition, he has established relationships with important people 

in the government and society. Several newspapers published numerous articles about him and his 

business.  Mr. BK said that “all those cultural and social activities helped me positively in doing 

international business. I won the Presidential Award for my batik business in 1970 and 1980.” Further, his 

quest for creative opportunities, innovative ways of thinking, generosity, and initiative to participate in 

national level cultural and social events has enabled him to gain national recognition and credibility, which 

he believes has had an impact in building business relationships, especially, confidence within new buyers 

and business partners. 

Case Participant 7: Dr. T 

Dr. T has been the shareholder, the director of operations, and the manager of a joint venture 

business in manufacturing upholstery and foam rubber mattresses. He acquired postgraduate qualifications 

and owned international management consultancy business too. He started the mattress business with a 

group of his close friends, who are equally educated and socially recognized as leading technology experts 

in the rubber technology field. Their business has been continuing for nearly 20 years as an export business. 

Dr. T stated how he got involved in this business as follows:  

I got involved in this business because of my friendship with the group. One of my 
friends has the technical expertise as he was considered the authority of rubber foam 
mattress technology in the country. Other friend is an expert in accountancy field. Just for 
fun of it we all friends got together and started it. So I had no doubt about the quality and 
product and the capability to develop a good business… So I joined them and got 
involved as a share holder and a director of the business. We bought equipments and 
started our business in a very crude way. We started as a very small business; we 
ourselves assembled the equipments and did experiments… Later, we gradually 
developed it… Buy trial and error we developed the product… At the beginning, we did 
not know the time of the process, correct quality and how to mix different materials and 
chemicals etc… it was a lot of fun… Finally, we developed it to a high quality product.  
All of my friends who joined the business never thought of doing export business…That 
is how we started our business in 1980s. We started it purely for exports as it is easier to 
handle the marketing functions such as collection of money and less work than selling 
within the country… It is purely an export-oriented business. We are exporting our goods 
to Netherlands, Belgium and also to some of the Australian people. 
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This industry was chosen for several awards as the best product quality; and presidential award for the best 

exporter, and so on. When probed about discontinuity of international business relationships, Dr. T said 

they discontinued one international buyer, a Belgium partner, because that partner has supplied substandard 

materials. Dr. T said  

It is cheating. We value honesty in our relationships. We did not check the prices of other 
companies, trusting the Belgium guy, when we collected information about the prices 
from other sources and companies, we found that those machinery and equipment that 
were substandard quality and some of them were used and were priced very high rates. 
He was trying to sell those things to us by telling that he will purchase our mattresses 
(goods)… We nearly got into trouble… But we at the right time found it and we stopped 
relationship with him... that was only incident we had.  

 

It was his opinion that had they known him more closely and had a good relationship, this type of cheating 

would not have happened. He also described his happiest and unhappiest event in business. The happiest is 

when they were chosen to receive the presidential award. At that time, they were doing business with one 

importer. That person continued doing business with them as they developed very good relationships with 

him. He said that “in fact we had a very good relationship with them [their first business partner]. Actually 

because of their purchases we were able to get the presidential award. That was one of the achievement and 

the happiest instant in doing international business.”  In conclusion, Dr. T emphasized that close 

international business relationships are essential to sustain international business. 

Case Participant 8:Mr. L 

Mr. L has been in his export of ethnic food business for nearly twenty-five years with a continuous 

growth in international markets. He has postgraduate education in chemistry and work experience as a 

chemist in a big company. Later, he decided to initiate his own business at home and currently he is 

considered a successful international business owner and manager. He exports more than 100 varieties of 

authentic Sri Lankan food products to more than 30 countries. He has sales outlets in Canada, Germany, 

Australia, and Sri Lanka. In addition, he has developed close relationships with many individuals living in 

other countries. Many of his friends are either Sri Lankan or Asians. He has a reason for that. Mr. L 

described his world views and experience: 

In developing personal relationship, you have to have a style of management… American 
companies may not be able to develop personalized relationships or success with any of 
the Asian counterparts because of their uncertain nature of jobs... It is part of their 
culture... With Europe and Japan you do not hesitate to develop close relationship… 
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American companies are very uncertain; one person may work for three months and 
suddenly go… The consistency of employment has a long way in building relationships... 
Developing relationship with white man is critical... However, it is easy to develop 
relationships with other people, may be a Sri Lankan, or an Indian in doing business in 
America are good in developing personalized relationship… because you can speak the 
same language of relationship building... a Greek exporter may find a Greek importer in 
America because the Greek person will understand the same language of friendship or 
business talk... (Mr. L) 

 
Mr. L suggested that small business people need to develop relationships with small companies or large 

companies in other countries. He further showed how systemic factors influence in international business 

relationships. 

 We have example in our company, we supply to very big Japanese companies also, we 
have person-to-person relationships with all those companies and we have been doing 
business for more than twenty years with that person. In Japanese companies people are 
there for life… But in America, managers come and go, so person-to-person relationship 
can be for a short period but countries like Japan, Scandinavian countries, in many 
companies people are there for life. (Mr. L)    

 
According to Mr. L, the disadvantage of smallness is that some small companies may not even break even 

and they do one or two shipments and stop business; the continuity of a business depends on several 

factors. 

Mr. L said that “we have different approaches to different companies in different countries. We do 

not adopt the same approach to all companies when we do business with them.” It is his suggestion that 

knowledge of systemic differences, cultural factors, and habitual differences are important factors in doing 

international business. Thus, he demonstrated his ability to adapt to different environments. He further 

stated that  

For a small company to be successful, we must try to hook up with a company which is 
willing to deal with a small company… With big business operations, you will not go 
very far. Also learn to develop medium or small importers to develop their businesses 
like yours… (Size matters in building relationships). Small exporter could have helped 
you to develop business than a big company. If you are in early age of a business, then 
select a similar small business which is in their process of developing.   Go and look for a 
business that is willing to develop in a small way. There is no standard recipe for 
business relationship building… We need specialized training department to train the 
people before they go for international business… You got to be talented to get that 
fellow in your hand. (Mr. L) 

 
Mr. L built his own social identity as an innovator and exporter of ethnic food business by inventing 

130 different products using locally available raw materials. He exports his products to more than 
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thirty countries using the Internet and through his personalized relationships with international direct 

customers and wholesalers.  

He has won several awards, such as the Best Entrepreneur, Best Innovator, and Best Exporter. 

National newspapers published a number of articles about his talents and unique business capabilities. 

He has traveled to many countries and has joint businesses in Canada and Australia. He still maintains 

smallness of the business; he has thirty-five employees; and does business with more than thirty 

countries through personal contacts and close international business relationships.  

Case Participant 9:Mr. N 

Mr. N started his coir products export business twenty years ago as a home-based industry using 

locally available raw material.  He produced geo-textiles, a product that can be used to prevent soil erosion 

and also used for home gardening and landscaping purposes. It is made out of coir fiber (the fiber taken 

from the husks of coconut fruits).  Mr. N described how he began his business:  

I started my business because it generated jobs for all of the villagers and we were able to 
export those products… I believe personal friendship is the best way to get export 
orders… I had some friends from other countries... When they come to Sri Lanka, I invite 
them for dinners and get friendly (hospitality nature to develop friendship) with them… 
That is one way I built up close international relationships…I believe product quality is 
an important factor… Timely delivery and prices are next important things for exports... I 
had confidence that I can do business to meet those requirements… Another thing I 
believe is consistency of supply and relationship building has a link… I had personal 
interest to supply products to other countries. I mainly got orders through my personal 
friends... In addition, I participated in several trade exhibitions organized by the EDB and 
through my personal friends. When I go to their countries, they used to take me for 
dinners and lunches and take around the country to see interesting places and things like 
that… In return I also organize trips and things that make them happy and enjoyable to do 
business with me (reciprocity). I always build up close friendship with my business 
partners... It works both ways; we help each other through personal relationships and 
family relationships... It is mutually inclusive. (Mr. N) 

 
Mr. N won the Best Entrepreneur Award in 1980. He has been recognized by the society as a social service 

person rather than a business person. His empathetic nature is shown through his words: 

I wanted to help poor villagers in providing employment because this has been a good 
source of employment for the nearby families. I wanted to do some good things to 
villagers… So I had social motive behind my business… I was involved in politics too 
and it helped me to develop my village. (Mr. N) 

 
Mr. N has a BA degree and established social identity as a politician, and a social worker. Even though his 

English language ability is not so fluent, he was able to communicate. When he visits other countries, he is 
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accompanied by a translator. He does international business with people in Germany, Japan, and Korea. In 

all of those countries, he has close friends who helped his business as customers and agents. 

Case Participant 10:Mr. R 

Mr. R is a jewelry manufacturer in Sri Lanka. He is also the manager and the owner of his jewelry 

manufacturing business. He has a postgraduate education and a good command of the English language.  

He employed twenty-five people in his manufacturing unit at the time of the interview.  He is in the process 

of internationalizing his small business; he especially desires to expand it to the U.S. and Canadian 

markets. He does all his international business through close friends. This is how he explained his 

international business relationships. He said it is not easy to develop close relationships with each and 

every one we meet. There are many difficulties in building close relationships with international people. In 

answering my probing question about a critical incident, he explained his past experience to demonstrate 

how difficult it was to build sustainable business relationships.  

I briefly met him two years ago when I visited New York on a trade delegation organized 
by the Export Development Board of Sri Lanka.  I came to know him as a businessperson 
who was looking for import and export business opportunities.  Since then I have been 
communicating with him through email and telephone.  I do want to expand my jewelry 
business to the U.S. as I did it in Japan.  In spite of our continuous communication and 
our mutual interest, we still did not feel like doing business together.  I feel we are still so 
far apart and I did not feel comfortable doing business together despite our constant 
communication.  I write to him at least once a week through e-mail…I am wondering, 
how can both of us build trusting business relationship...We operate in two different 
systems. How can we use our writing to achieve our business goals in the global market? 
(Mr. R)  
 

Mr. R demonstrated his ambiguous feelings toward building international business partnerships. 

Nevertheless, Mr. R viewed developing close relationships with international business partners as 

rewarding in many ways: they bring personal satisfaction, a chance to learn from intercultural social 

interactions, an opportunity to demonstrate a good image and business leadership, pride in going 

international, enhanced knowledge about the globe, and social, and financial gains some benefits for 

building international business relationships.  

Mr. R perceives doing international business as a challenge and full of ambiguities. He said that  

Dealing with international business is a game because it carries with full of doubts about 
receiving payments and accepting orders after the shipment.  I feel trust is as the key to 
develop long-lasting business relationships... It was bothering me about the unsure 
unexpected behavior of the other business partners in another country. (Mr. R) 
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Uncertainty and ambiguity seem to affect individuals’ worldviews when they deal with international 

partners.  Mr. R has tried to build trusting business relationships with his US business partner whom he met 

on a business trip to a trade show held in New York in the year 2004.  Since then he has been 

communicating through e-mail and phone messages but both parties failed to communicate and understand 

each other. To continue with long-distance relationships, it is found that more in-depth understanding about 

the factors such as individual’s thinking patterns, communication styles, behavior, and worldviews of the 

other partner are important.  According to Mr. R not only the surface learning, but also the hidden values 

and behavior of a person, as well as the systemic knowledge are crucial factors in relationship building. He 

has made long lasting business relationships with Sri Lankans living abroad.  Mr. R uses online 

communication technology.  He said, “I am very happy about the Internet and e-mail.  I use e-mail a lot in 

contacting my international friends.”   

According to Mr. R, the small business community needs not only language training—

including both grammar and vocabulary—but it also needs a deeper affective dimension of relationship 

building. Mr. R said, 

I use e-mail to communicate with Japanese.  I think they are very specific and talk to the 
point and nothing else….To communicate with Europeans, word of mouth is the best…  I 
use fax, e-mail, or whatever as they are flexible….I use any available means to 
communicate with Americans. (Mr. R) 

 
Mr. R, compared to the previously described research participants, is still new to international business as 

he just has 10 years of business experience. He has been recognized by the Export Development Board in 

Sri Lanka as one of the prospective exporters. 

  In summary, the research participants demonstrated that there are many facets of international 

business relationships. Each individual has their own inner philosophies and worldviews about doing 

international business. All of them have developed their personal and social identities in many ways and 

thought such social identities are useful for initiating relationships with new international business partners 

and unanimously agreed that international person-to-person business relationships bring many rewards to 

their businesses. 
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Analysis of Data 

This data analysis section presents the findings related to three research questions addressed in this 

study. The findings show that participants initiated relationships with international clients and business 

partners in many ways.  Most of the participants initiated friendships when they visited and lived in other 

countries. In addition, they were able to make friends by participating in trade exhibitions and family 

events. Some internationals who have seen their products in various places such as hotels, show rooms, and 

the Internet also become buyers and later developed friendships that lead to business partnerships. The 

findings for each research question are given below. 

 

Findings 

 
Q 1. How were the international businesses relationships initiated, built, and maintained by Sri Lankan 

Small Business Owner-managers?  

Adopting a phenomenological approach to thematic analysis, in reading and re -reading the 

interview transcripts to gain a global understanding of how the participants initiated, built, and maintained 

business relationships, one major theme and three sub themes were emerged. Three sub-themes were 

derived by breaking the interview text into meaning units in relation to the overarching theme “doing 

business is like a family.” The meaning units were categorized as expressions related to the phenomenon 

studied in this research. Each theme was described with examples drawn from participant’s own words and 

my interpretations to depict the essences of each theme. 

Major Theme:  “Doing Business is Like a Family” 
 
The main essence related to the phenomenon “business relationships” was identified as “doing 

business is like a family.” There has been an established pattern of lived experience that all the participants 

have been doing business through established relationships with their clients and business partners. Those 

relationships were identified similar to family member relationships. In the literature, a family is seen as a 

nuclear unit that functions as a hierarchical organism with a set of family bound values and systems.  

Family is considered as a nuclear system in which family members develop invisible loyalties and 
generational bonds due to genetic relatedness.  Family, thus, develops hierarchy of obligations or a 
multigenerational balance sheet of merit and indebtedness, which has tremendous impact on 
individual members (Hartman and Laird, 1983, p. 80).  
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Though the concept of family is changing according to different cultural patterns over time, still in 
many cultures, the unit of family becomes a powerful authority in continuing relationships, 
sharing resources and values, keeping strong family bonds, love, and caring for its members while 
transmitting generational values and cultures (Hartman and Laird, 1983).   

 

It is understood that intimate relationships within family members play a vital role in shaping the lives of 

its members. In the same manner, once each research participant has initiated contacts with strange 

business partners and clients, they made an effort to develop bonding relationships. Such desire for building 

bonding friendships was apparent from the interview transcripts. It was found that each one of them 

expressed their loving and caring nature to their employees, clients, business partners, and others. Every 

effort was made to strengthen bonds between business partners and clients as they believe such friendships 

will help their business success by avoiding opportunistic behaviors. Friendships can bring mutual gains 

through deeper understanding of each other and serving business encounters as family friends. This has 

been evident in Mr. N’s expressions. 

I believe personal friendship is the best way to get export orders. I had some friends from other 
countries. When they come to Sri Lanka, I invite them for diners and get friendly with them… 
That is one way I built up international relationships. 
 

It was Dr. T’s idea that deeper understanding of business encounters will help build confidence within 

them.  

This has been further evident with participants’ own words.  

I love my neighbors and I feel my business is secured that way. My neighbors are my 
customers and they are my marketing agents because they spread the good word about my 
products… Who ever who comes to my door, I welcome them with a smile...I am a very 
friendly person and they…my friends, neighbors like it. Many people from other countries 
came to me through our website…  When they come, I get friendly with them. I get very close 
to friends who ever who comes to me. When I go to France, I stay with my clients as we 
become very friendly. (Mrs. J) 

 

Reciprocity and hospitality were identified as important essences in the theme “doing business is 

like a family.” Business relationships were further strengthened through extending reciprocity and 

hospitality to their encounters. Once they initiate business talks with a new client from another country, 

many a time, they organized fun activities and enjoyable trips to extend their friendships. Among all the 

participants, their positive attitudes and reciprocity oriented mindsets were observed. Relationship with 

business partners was considered a part of day-to-day lives and part of their family entertainments. Though 
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business expansion was the ultimate outcome, each participant emphasized their concern about maintaining 

credibility and excellence in relationships.  

Reciprocity nature and appreciation of friendships were demonstrated by all the participants as 

they enjoy such mutual exchanges. Gift giving, hosting family members, and socializing with business 

partners from other countries were evident throughout their interviews. Such type of reciprocal behavior 

demonstrated their appreciation towards business partners, which draw partners more closely.  Mr. L 

described his experience: 

 
When I go to other countries, my friends (business partners) take me around and invite 
me for trips and so on…In return I also organize things that make them happy and 
enjoyable to do business with me. I always build up close friendship with my business 
partners… It is both ways, we help each other through personal relationships and family 
relationships… It is mutually inclusive. 

 
Dr. T demonstrated positive views about relationship building: 
 

Confidence building is the key to successful international business. When we build up 
confidence, and when we became friendly…When we go to their countries they host us 
and take us to their factories and when they come here we host them and show our 
factories and places of interest and build up friendship… If you stick to your ethics and 
do your job properly, then we can build up good relationships with international 
businesses. It is very important for us.    
 

Their loving and caring nature towards employees, clients, business partners, and others lead to 

building bonding relationships. By extending invitations to their business partners from other countries to 

their homes and family events, these participants have combined self and family values for initiating in-

depth relationships with their business partners.  In the Sri Lankan context, hospitality is a societal value 

that is inherited over generations. All those different levels of values—self, family, and societal values—

blended together in their relationships through their actions of hospitality and reciprocity. Extending 

friendships to strangers has been a generational value for Ms N. She stated how her family entertained 

international business partners (visitors) when they came to her parent’s business in her childhood. 

From my childhood I have cross-cultural experience and open mind to meet international 
people. Through friends … We had many international visitors who came to my father’s 
business. He used to take them around the country showing interesting places... We all go 
as a family with them… I had that exposure to outsiders…I developed contacts with them 
too… That way, I understood the other people and their circumstances and lives… We 
were very happy to take them around the country … it was my father’s hobby than a 
business…that way we had good relationships with many international people. (Ms. N) 
 



99 

  

Family mentality in doing business is further evident through Mrs. R’s expressions. 

My daughter visited the magic show in Las Vegas and found a friend… She participated 
in LA business show… She met the buyer there… Then he agreed to buy from us.  We 
have exhibited a company in LA with that buyer… We have employed some people… 
We pay for his travel and he delivers to other buyers at their door step for us… It became 
a family base relationship now.  When we visit the US, they pick up us from the airport 
and help us to find accommodation and travel around... We have a good relationship now 
with our US buyer. We also supply to British buyers in the same way. (Mrs. R) 

 

Building trusting relationships is a time-consuming process. Another participant answered my probing 

question, how do business success and relationships go together?  

Because of our friendship with some of my husband’s friends in other countries, we 
started our… business. He got a loan from his friend and started the business (financial 
support, and ideas for business).  To do business we do not need to meet the buyer 
directly every time because we have already established relationship and friendship… 
Our buying officers are already there and they know about us. (Knowledge creation and 
trust establishment). Our friends who know us give recommendations to their friends and 
their friends so that we get a lot of orders trough word of mouth because we have friends 
who know us and our business and we have built trust with them. That trust and 
friendship can go as a chain that made success of our business… and our business is good 
and easy to grow or supply to different markets. Trust depends on the history and our 
behavior or supply to meet the needs of our friends in time. So it needs to understand the 
other party, their business, needs. (Mrs. K)  

 

In this case, a person-to-person relationship is turned out to be a family friendship and it works not only for 

resource sharing for mutual gains but also as generating markets for their business. 

Taking responsibility and accountability was emphasized in family business relationships. All the 

participants demonstrated a high level of accountability as they were responsible for their actions and 

decisions. This has been further enhanced as they have the decision making skills and authority. Unlike in 

large corporate businesses, they did not have to wait to get approval to take decisions. Instant decision 

making ability is one advantage that SB owner mangers have in dealing with international business 

partners. Hence, they could be responsible for any business activity while being accountable to their cross-

cultural business partners.  

Empathy, affection, and caring nature towards business partners were important essences apparent 

in family relationships. The data analysis provided ample evidence that effective use of empathy in 

international business relationships was helpful in maintaining sustainable business relationships. Empathy 

includes understanding and sharing of feelings such as kindness, sincerity, authenticity, concern about 
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others, and compassionate nature of a person that lead to develop mutually beneficial relationships. Sri 

Lankans in general are known as hospitable, sincere, and caring people. Such national cultural 

characteristics were apparent within all the participants as they demonstrated their caring nature towards 

their families, employees, friends, neighbors, business partners and others. For example Mr. BK told the 

national media that we must train young people to enter the field because there are many employment 

opportunities in it (Daily News, 2003). Mrs. J conducted free beauty care training for rural girls who cannot 

afford to pay for such training. Those are some examples they demonstrated their empathetic nature 

towards others. All the participants treat their international business partners cordially and as close family 

members. Such motives obviously helped them, creating positive impressions towards them.  

Throughout participants’ stories, it is apparent that they treat their children, family members, and 

employees alike. Many employees work with them for more than 20 years since the inception of businesses 

and are key contributors to their businesses. In the same manner, they love their friends and business 

partners and buyers those who visit their families. It was expressed as “we treat them as our family 

members or close friends. Friends are no different.” This caring nature facilitated deepening their 

understanding about other parties which made them easy to deal with business activities.  

All the participants demonstrated a high level of respect for themselves and others. They believed 

respecting others has tremendous impact in building and sustaining in international business relationships.  

Many of them have demonstrated respect for their employees and neighbors, as well as business partners. 

Mrs. R described her relationship with her employees:  “I have workers who worked for me in my business 

since it was started 20 years ago.  Those who work with me have no difference to family members…That is 

an indicator of my success as I look after them well.” Respect for all has been a part of Sri Lankan culture, 

which values hospitality and collectivistic living and working. Mrs. J said, “I treat my children and my 

employees equally.” A high level of respect for others brought them success in their relationships. 

Effective use of personal emotional characteristics (affective—feelings) in initiating and maintaining 

international business relationships was found as an important essence in relationship building. Affective 

feelings are considered a personal quality and an ability to feel and share in another’s emotions, thoughts, 

and feelings. Close friendship was developed being frank and honest with the other members. All the 

research participants demonstrated their ability to understand another person's culture, perspectives, likings, 
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and so on. These participants were able to persuade their international business partners about their 

products and business expansions which lead to achieve business goals simultaneously by strengthening 

friendships.  

 

Sub Theme # 1: “Money is Not the Prime Concern” 

  Money is not the prime concern was emerged as an important essence because earning higher 

profit is expressed as a temporary gain by the research participants. It was a global understanding that these 

participants viewed doing international business as part of their day-to-day family life rather than solely 

earning profits. Maintaining trustworthy relationships were given priority and considered as a way to 

continuity of their international businesses. As a result, they tend to maintain friendships by adhering to 

unique business philosophies and ethics, maintaining credibility and quality in all aspects of business and 

life, building reputation and image through positive social identities. Doing international business was 

considered a pride and higher social status for them. Helping others and getting help from others were some 

of the outcomes that further strengthen their business relationships and trustworthiness. These essences 

were apparent from their own words as given below. 

Money should never be the prime concern. You must develop your own 
personality and help others... my employees are my children. So I treat equally 
to both my own children and my employees which made my success as they are 
committed  to work…I also love my neighbors and I feel my business is secured 
that way. My neighbors are my customers and they are my marketing agents 
because they spread the good word about my products. (Mrs. J) 

 

Inner psychological orientation to networking is intertwined with initiating relationships. Each 

participant demonstrated the eagerness to develop close networks with business partners. Each participant’s 

mind was ready to accept different viewpoints and respect others’ needs. Psychological readiness to 

adapting a holistic approach to relationship building with international business partners was observed as a 

personal attribute. It was the participants’ idea that sustainable business relationships cannot be formed 

having only personal qualities or high quality products or a good business. It has to be a holistic approach 

leading towards relationship orientation.  

Mr. L said business relationship building is a totality approach:  
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Asian culture values networks and relationships; family background, knowledge, 
and credibility. Those factors are important for small businesses. However, there 
should be a face behind the brand helps a lot...  A lot of small businesses go 
from word of mouth to build business…Every thing is critical unless you put the 
right things together, such as product; quality; marketing and all those things 
affect the success. (Mr. L) 

 
It was found that relationship building, although is extremely useful in business, may not bring fruits if it is 

used in isolation. All other factors related to product quality standards, timely delivery, packing, and many 

characters of personality need to be blended together to achieve success. Thus, a holistic approach to 

business and relationship building that intertwined with open-mindedness was observed among all the 

participants.  

 
Sub Theme # 2: “Do the Best, Give the Best, Tell the Truth” 

 

Another important essence related to “doing business like a family” was their desire and 

commitment to maintain excellence. It was found that participants’ commitment for excellence has one of 

the major contributing factors for the sustainability of international business relationships that made their 

business partners satisfied with business transactions. High commitment to give the best, do the best 

attitude combined with caring personalities further strengthened their trustworthy relationships. The 

essences such as high concern for quality in all actions and products and timely action was apparent from 

the interviews of all the participants.  

All the participants demonstrated their keenness to maintain a good image and reputation. They 

were concerned about their achievements and maintaining credibility rather than short-term monetary 

gains. Every one of them implied that they would like to maintain their self-respect as part of credibility.  

Thus, each one of them created a unique image for themselves as well as their products and services. 

Building positive social identity and credibility were apparent as key essences. These participants 

experienced that their positive social identity, self-dignity, and ethical behavior blended together formed a 

unique image that strengthened their relationships with business partners. Each one of them implied their 

strong motivation to maintain their personal and business reputation. Such self-dignity, reputation, and 

image were apparent from their personal behavior and actions towards developing relationships. 

Maintaining their personal and business credibility by supplying high quality products in time for a 
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reasonable price and extending authentic friendship to their business partners was one of their norms.  Such 

unwritten norms made them behave differently and do things in such a way that others become confident. 

Moreover, such behaviors portrayed them as unique and credible personalities. 

The following is an expression of Mr. BK’s own words published in a national newspaper.  

 One of Sri Lanka's pioneer batik manufacturers, feels that it is time that we made a lot of 
effort to turn around the image [image creator-mentality] of all our crafts …and made it a 
national occupation for our people [thinking of other’s welfare] to feel and patronize our 
products in a larger scale making… it is beneficial for the development of our country… 
further stating that the royal family and the Prime Minister and other VIPs promote the 
craft by patronizing it at a high level and giving priority to it at state functions and other 
important events [strategic thinking and networking with higher authorities]… in his 
speech stressed the need to sustain the batik industry in Sri Lanka, which was once a 
major foreign exchange earner and also the history of the craft, its rapid development and 
its decline in his country  (Daily News Paper, February 25, 2006).  

This image creation effort was further evidenced by Mr. BK’s own words from the interview transcripts. 

He himself is pride about his products as exclusive and unique. 

One thing is my product. It is the Sri Lanka’s best brand name in batik today.  I have 
been exporting to Germany, Sweden, France, UK, USA, and various countries... (Mr. 
BK) 

Interestingly, all the participants were not limited to their business or expertise; they created a voice for 

others in the same industry that enhances collaboration. Participants think such type of social activities may 

enhance their self-dignity and image. It is the participants’ strong belief that such a positive image helps 

initiate and sustain their business relationships. 

The essence of “do the best, give the best” was further reflected in their high concern for 

maintaining quality. Each time when I probed with questions, the participants emphasized quality products 

as one of the key strategy required to succeed in international business. Quality is not limited to their 

business or products or services it is also linked to relationships. Such concern for quality in their 

relationships is evident by way of extending candid and friendly nature to their business partners. Such 

actions helped them to create unique brand names. For example, Mr. BK said, “My product is the Sri 

Lanka’s best brand name in batik today.”  He is concerned about maintaining the quality and brand name of 

his products just as he is concerned about his own credibility. 
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Taking prompt actions is identified as an important essence of “do the best” because it strengthens 

the relationships between business partners while ensuring future orders thus expanding their businesses 

internationally. They never missed any shipment as they sent all the shipments as agreed thus maintaining 

confidence within the business partners. Maintaining quality of relationships as well as products and their 

services were some examples of their high concern of excellence. It was their priority concern that they do 

not want to destroy their good name of business as well as their personal credibility.  

Other important essences of “do the best, give the best, tell the truth” are honesty, and integrity 

that built confidence with new business friends. Each one of them has had clear vision of dealing with 

others as they show appreciation of others—those who are different from themselves. Respect for 

internationals and guests have been a generational practice as Sri Lankans are famous for hospitality. Mrs. 

J’s own words portray her inner values.   

“We conduct business with honesty and integrity with respect to those who are in relationship with 
us… We comply with the law and regulations in Sri Lanka with regard to exports...Assurance of 
quality, price, employee training, and their well being, and to conduct all business activities in an 
environmentally friendly manner are our prime goals…Give to people only what is good and 
necessary… Teaching the truth...knowing the subjects… understanding the others [business 
partners] are the key things to business success…I new the reality of lives of people… social and 
economic reality… in the village, temples, families, living conditions etc… (Mrs. J). 

 
That way, these participants demonstrated their inner concerns, honesty, and integrity of serving and 

dealing with their international business partners with passion. 

 
Sub Theme # 3: “Continued Friendship Means Continued Business”  

It was their strong belief that business success is ensured through the continuity of business 

relationships. Strong friendship was seen as a hope of continuing business with international counterparts. 

It was also seen as a way of predicting for the future orders and behaviors of strangers (business partners 

and customers). Friendship is a way of avoiding opportunistic and deceptive actions as they experienced in 

the past. Mrs. R lost millions of rupees as one of her buyers deceived her by not paying due money and she 

has to take legal actions to secure her payment. Dr. T experienced cheating by one of his international 

buyers by sending him substandard machinery. He sees deeper understanding of the buyers through close 

relationships would have avoided such deceptive actions. Mr. L also had similar expressions about the 

positive gains of close relationships.  
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If you build confidence and a close friendship with your business partner, it makes a lot 
success and it will make a big difference in doing business with them…  Once you build 
close friendship, they will never go to another person, or your competitor to buy things… 
You also try to give them the best product, best price, best quality, and best of all. (Mr. L) 

 
Thus, building sustainable business relationships were seen as the continuity of business and avoidance of 

deceptive actions. 

It was also expressed that personal relationships and business relationships were intertwined and 

inseparable once they established. Interestingly, to all the participants profit was not the only motive of 

having close business relationships with international business partners. To most of them, relationships 

with their business partners become part of their family lives. Building relationships with international 

business partners is also seen as a social status for all of them. Sri Lankans, as a nation in general value 

hospitality to strangers (visitors) as a valuable opportunity and a satisfying behavior in their lives.    

Business success invariably considered the ultimate outcome that keeps them active and 

meaningful in their relationships.  To all the participants, a successful business relationship means the 

continuity of international business by way of continuous orders for their products or services.  In addition, 

frequent interactions and visits to each other’s country are also seen as part of business success. Participants 

were asked a probing question: what is your happiest and unhappiest event in doing an international 

business? Following is one answer:  

I do not have any particular happy or unhappy moment. When an individual enjoyed and 
when they come back again we feel happy…when we face a disaster they help us… when 
tsunami hit us, one couple came out with 80 kilograms of stuff to be donated to tsunami 
people… We were very happy about their concern for us and took them around those 
areas… We refreshed our good relationship even after a long time. (Mrs. M) 

 
Returning customers is also seen as a sign of success in international business relationships. Almost all the 

participants said that they become happy when an old customer comes back to them or continues the 

business. Thus, continuity and constant contacts were seen as a successful relationship. 

In addition to frequent travels, technology such as e-mail, faxes, and telephone were used to have 

frequent interactions with their business dyads in other countries. When relationships become intimate 

friendships frequency of interactions increases and most of them recorded that they get more frequent 

orders. Time factor was not much of a concern as some business partners give orders overnight or to supply 
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within a short period of time. Close relationships are thus seen as favorable as they received continuous 

export markets. This has been evident from Mrs. K’s experience.  

My overseas friends are my business partners; they call me in the evening and ask me… 
whether I can send them labels (my product) within two days. They also send me designs 
via email. I say yes and I some or how the other manufacture the required quantity and 
ship the consignment the following day or the other day morning… I am used to it and I 
like it… That way, I get frequent orders... They know that I will do it and send them in 
time… I never delayed any shipment or quantity or lowered the quality...  It is the 
trusting relationship built between us that made my business success... I should say our 
business success is due to our close friendship and understanding of each others 
capabilities… (Mrs. K) 
 

 
Similar evidence was found from other participants: 

 
My daughter met a buyer in Las Vegas when she visited magic show there…  We have 
buyers who exhibit our product… it has become a family base relationship, they pick up 
us from the airport and provide accommodation … we developed good relationships... 
[she referred to her past experience of business failure due to opportunistic and deceiving 
actions] if we had a close relationship with the British buyer we would never have got 
into problems… when you got to know them, it is very easy to deal with cultural and 
other differences. (Mrs. R)  
 

Likewise, all the participants viewed relationships as an important factor for small business people that 

helps internationalize their businesses.  

Personal credibility and social identity are important in the initial stage to build confidence as 

credible business partners. Then they observed how such relationships can be strengthened and 

experimental stage is crucial and stressful for them.  It was their belief that individuals’ social identities and 

established credibility lay strong foundations for trusting business relationships. Once they continue 

business for several months successfully, they start personal visits and informal interactions. Personal 

family visits to many countries enabled them free exchange of gifts, souvenirs, and gain knowledge. Some 

times children visited other countries and stayed with their families. Airport pick ups and accommodations, 

personal visits were some activities that made them closer to their business partners. After they become 

closer, each party makes frequent visits and that relationship becomes more family-to-family relationship.  

Another essence identified was their attitude towards strange business encounters ensures building 

sustainable relationships. For example, Mrs. J stated that “my neighbors, clients, employees, and others are 

my marketing agents.” This attitude generated positive feelings, loving and caring behavior towards her 

employees, clients, business partners, and others. Such behaviors also generated many opportunities. 
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Increased knowledge, sharing resources, and collaborative effort towards mutual gains were apparent. This 

effort to build sustainable family and business partnership also led them to experience fulfilled business 

expectations.   

 Another essence identified was that their strong belief about helping others and getting help from 

others as they feel comfortable with their business partners as family members. When their buyers and 

friends visit them, they take them around to tour factories and the country and offer gifts and souvenirs and 

accommodation and so on. In return, when these participants visit other countries other party in the 

relationship offered them accommodation and gifts that also ensure bonding relationships.  Mrs. J was 

offered accommodation in one of her friends’ home in the U.S. But Mrs. R said that “we try to maintain a 

distance even if they offer us such reciprocity because we do not like to bother them. We like to keep a 

distance even though we are friends and do business together.” That way, they have some distance with 

their international partners. That means in Mrs. R’s case she has her own limits that made her comfortable 

with her business partners. She sees such limits are important to keep lasting business relationships.  

 
Each participant demonstrated a holistic approach to doing international business. They were 

concerned not only about maintaining high quality, brand names, and uniqueness of their products, they 

were also concerned about maintaining quality relationships. Quality relationships mean they were 

concerned about making their business partners happy by extending personalized welcome, hosting, and 

providing good services. Here holistic perspective means they were concerned about every minor thing that 

may lower their credibility. Innovations in their businesses, generosity, helping others, empowering poor 

communities, and holding socially responsible positions were some activities that generated favorable 

image and reputation. All of the participants believed such charisma helps attracting and sustaining 

friendships with business people from other countries. It was the participants’ experience that their positive 

image created tremendous popularity for them and their businesses which attracted many new international 

buyers and therefore, sustainable relationship means sustainable business to these research participants.  

 
The analysis of interviews shows that outcome of having close friendships resulted their business 

success in many ways. Business growth was achieved through entering into new markets, expanding 

existing markets, adding innovations and technology, and augmenting resources among international 
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partners. Many international friends helped these participants by giving feedbacks and new ideas that lead 

to adding new features to their products. Technology was used not only to production and design but also to 

communicate and share new designs. Email and the Internet were used to communicate with international 

partners.  For example, Mrs. J said, “I learn from them (my friends and business counterparts) about new 

ideas and about the business world. I enhanced my knowledge through my friends, my children, and 

relatives...” Thus, friendships helped them sharing and generating knowledge.  

 
 
Q 2. What international business relationship competencies did Sri Lankan small business owner managers 

demonstrate as they engaged in international business relationships? 

 
After coding the transcribed interview data, the major relational competencies were clustered and 

presented as knowledge, personality traits, skills, behavior, and strategic interventions. Each competency 

cluster contains several dimensions. 

 
Relational Competencies 

 

Knowledge Competencies: The competencies in acquiring, accumulating, sharing appropriate knowledge 

and effectively and efficiently using such knowledge in initiating, building, and maintaining international 

business relationships for mutual gains of all parties involved in relationships were included in this cluster. 

 

Personality Traits (personality counts): Personal traits included personality attributes, traits, inner qualities, 

balancing positive mindsets, values and beliefs, motivation, empathy, and many attributes related to the 

mindsets of the participants. 

 

Skills as Competencies: Many types of skills and talents that were used to initiate, built and maintain 

international business relationships were included in this cluster. Skills of maintaining excellence in all 

aspects such as inter-personal relationships, products and services, personal and social identities, and 

handling multiple knowledge and multiple relationships simultaneously in multiple ways were clustered 

together.   
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Behavioral Competencies: Activities related to initiating, building, and maintaining international business 

relationships through mutually compatible behavior were counted within the behavioral cluster of 

competencies. 

 

Strategic Interventions as Competencies: Strategies entail activities deliberately taken to satisfy the 

business dyads involved in international business relationships.  

The next section provides a detailed description of each cluster of competencies.  

 

Knowledge Competencies 

Acquisition and Appropriate Use of Knowledge 

Acquisition and appropriate use of knowledge was identified as an important competence and a 

supporting factor for initiating, building, and maintaining business relationships. All the participants 

showed they had deep and broad cultural knowledge of other participants with whom they had close 

relationships. Moreover, every one of the participants demonstrated efficient use of multiple sources of 

knowledge in multiple ways simultaneously.  All the participants acquired knowledge from relatives, 

friends, neighbors, customers, competitors, employees, and anyone they encounter on a daily basis. In 

addition, global print media, the Internet, market research, past experience, and day-to-day encounters were 

used in generating useful knowledge. There was no limit of using multiple sources to gain knowledge.  For 

example Mrs. J said “I learn from people who come to my doorstep. I talk to anyone whom I meet and ask 

what is going on in the other part of the world. I ask questions and learn from them.” Likewise all the 

participants demonstrated their inquisitiveness and willingness to learn from many different people and 

sources to keep their knowledge up-to-date. Such knowledge according to them was helpful in answering 

questions from many of their business partners. That way, participants felt it is important to be 

knowledgeable about current happenings to maintain good relationships with their business partners.  

The types of knowledge included both explicit (etic) and implicit (emic) knowledge. The interview 

transcripts showed that participants acquired appropriate knowledge on five dimensions: Acquisition of 

culture general and culture specific knowledge of clients, business partners, and their countries; knowledge 



110 

  

of own culture, systemic knowledge-knowing how different systems work, knowledge of local and global 

business trends, and a holistic knowledge of their businesses. Each of these competencies is described in 

the next section. 

 

Acquisition of culture general and culture specific knowledge of clients, business partners, and their 

countries 

  When people are immersed in different cultural environments for a prolonged period of time, their 

pool of cultural knowledge is enhanced. People become familiar with traditions, values, beliefs and 

lifestyles of the host cultures (Hofstede, 2001). Culture general knowledge referred to this type of 

understanding of general patterns of behavior, beliefs, attitudes and life styles in a particular country or a 

society. Culture specific knowledge is understood as one’s familiarity with specific person/s’ behavior, 

thinking, attitudes, beliefs, likings and disliking and so forth more closely.   

This is how one of the participants demonstrated his knowledge about culture general “what 

Americans like is not what Europeans want. Dutch people’s likes are different from others. When I visit a 

country I am able to identify those differences” (Mr. R). Dr. T and Mr. N and Ms. N also expressed a 

similar type of knowledge and understanding about other cultures. 

 All the participants demonstrated thorough knowledge about their international business partners 

with whom they had close relationships for over ten years. All the participants used both explicit and 

implicit information about their business partners thus gained through past experience, frequent 

interactions, and intuitive abilities to understand strangers. It was clear that every one of the participants 

has his/her own way of gaining deeper understanding of strangers. Following are some examples of how 

they demonstrated knowledge about their business partners and clients using their cultural sense making 

abilities. 

We [he meant “I”] understand my partners... I call it mind reading skills… what that 
family or person wants from us, it is important to understand exactly what the other 
person wants… It is deeper understanding than the literal meaning of a letter or words. 
(Mr. L)  

  
Ms. N described how she learned about the US culture when she was living in the US: 

I lived in the USA for ten years… I came to know what is available… What they were 
looking for etc. I observed many things while I was there…While I was driving alone the 
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roads I learned the system and business… How they live… what their preferences 
were...I noticed that they live in high-rise buildings and highly concentrated cities… 
There was no better place that explains… I learned by myself while driving around in US 
cities. I use that knowledge in my business. (Ms. N) 

 
Mr. BK knows what his business partners want. He said 

 
Keeping up with international trends are very important... When doing international 
business, we understand the way they (business partners) think, what they write, what 
they want… This knowledge is very essential for us to do business. (Mr. BK)   
 

All the participants demonstrated high level of tacit understanding [in-depth understanding] about their 

international business partners. They had a sense of prediction of their international business partners’ 

behavior. Such knowledge acquisition has taken a longer time: five or more years. Each participant stated 

that it takes time and close association and frequent interactions between the partners to gain deeper 

knowledge of each other.   

Mrs. K has a much deeper understanding of her business partners. This deeper knowledge helped 

her and her partners to maintain satisfactory business transactions. She described how she deals with one of 

her business partners: 

  My business partners in … sends me e-mail saying he needs … of products by next 
day… I knew what specifications and product quality etc. he needs…he knows that I will 
give him the exact product at the right time in sufficient quantity...I work extra hours and 
every time he needs I supply up to his expectations… I have been doing business with 
him for so many years. He is happy and I am happy and we are doing good business. He 
recommended my name to many others… that way he is helping me to expand my 
business…I developed deeper understanding of my business partners through experience. 
(Mrs. K) 

 
Clear understanding of business partners on a person-to-person basis was helpful in predicting the behavior 

of each partner. This type of knowledge is much wider than culture-general and culture-specific 

knowledge, because it contains tacit knowledge.  

All the participants demonstrated their understanding of what others are interested in, needs, likes, 

dislike, and so forth, which helped them maintain close business relationships. Where they did not have 

good understanding and close relationships with their buyers and other business partners, they had 

destructive relationships and ended their business transactions. Even though none of the participants have 

undergone intercultural training, each of them had sufficient culture specific knowledge about their 

business partners. Following quotes show participants’ understanding about other business partners. 
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Some foreign [international] people do not like to deal with business parties who do not 
respond quickly… in our case we response quickly and instantly to the needs and their 
concerns… For example, Americans need instant reply as they are concerned about time 
and work. (Mrs. R) 
 

 
All the participants had exposure to many different cultures and countries. Eight participants had some kind 

of education and living experience in other countries where they have close friends as business partners.  

 

Acquisition and Use of Knowledge of Participants’ Own Culture in Business  

All the participants had a clear understanding of their capabilities, goals, businesses, and culture in 

which they operate.  All the participants showed that they were confident about who they are, what they do, 

what they say, and what they expect from their business partners in relationship with. For example, Mrs. J 

said, “I know everything about what I do, my product, and my business... I came from grassroots level, 

from zero… I started my business in a remote village where there is no facility….” Mr. L emphasized 

several times that “I am very confident about what I do.”   Moreover, every one of the research participants 

demonstrated holistic knowledge about their own selves and future plans. This competence is also 

intertwined with the self-knowledge management competency as participants demonstrated their capability 

of choosing and using appropriate knowledge in appropriate situations to win the confidence of their 

business partners.   

Culture has been viewed as a valuable component by many participants. As mentioned earlier, 

many of their products and services were embedded with national cultural elements.  Mr. BK’s artwork, 

Ms. N’s tourism business, and Mr. L’s ethnic food business are some examples how they add national 

cultural values into such products to make them exclusively Sri Lankan products.  All the participants were 

knowledgeable about their national cultural values, arts, traditions, and unique behaviors that attract 

international business partners.  Many of their products and services were embedded with cultural elements 

such as arts, designs, and materials that are unique to Sri Lanka. Following are some examples of their 

knowledge about their own culture. 

We have personal values unique to Sri Lanka. Sri Lankans value friendships, they build 
networks. We have the most insensitive kinship system continuing from our 
generations…We keep memory of people who work with us; we tend to maintain 
relationships… We respect elders; we call uncles or aunties for older people… We have a 
wide network of friends and relatives; we commemorate birth and death of friends and 
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working people... We tend to maintain relationship as we do not like to drop people from 
our relationships [Instead of “I,” she used “we”]. (Ms. N) 

 
Ms. N is concerned about deteriorating cultural values and how they affect international tourism 

business.    

Our culture is getting artificial… We are losing our natural cultural or tribal factors. 
Some people do not wear our national dress. … Because of these things our individuality 
and uniqueness are lost…Our international friends come here to appreciate and enjoy our 
unique cultural values and things. (Ms. N) 
 

Mr. L explained how national cultural features helped building international relationships for his business.  

To exemplify national cultural elements, Mr. L used the term “ethnic food.” His products carried the tastes 

and varieties of food that are unique to the Sri Lankan cultural environment. He believed incorporating 

such national cultural elements add value to his products, while still attracting international business 

partners. Mr. L said: 

We are in ethnic food business. In the ethnic market field, we are a known brand… 
Because we were at it we were able to develop our name brand… We are the best known 
brand in the ethnic market… Our success go hand in hand, we were able to establish our 
own brand because we were consistent...  We are dedicated producers for many years... 
Our business partners now know us as credible brand name. (Mr. L) 
 
Mr. BK emphasized that his products are exclusive to Sri Lanka as he maintained such 

uniqueness to attract many buyers:  

One thing is my product… It is the Sri Lanka’s best brand name in batik today… Sri 
Lanka’s exclusive art… I have been exporting to Germany, Sweden, France, UK, USA, 
and various countries. (Mr. BK) 
 

There is evidence that the participants have good understanding about themselves, their business, national 

cultural values, and unique cultural arts and tastes as they take advantage of such knowledge in developing 

business relationships. Mr. L exports ethnic foods while Mr. BK markets artifacts that are unique to Sri 

Lanka. Mrs. J’s products are also associated with native herbs that make her business unique. Thus, 

knowledge dimension is intertwined with many factors such as self, culture, business, and values.  

 
 Acquiring and Efficient Use of Systemic Knowledge- Knowing how the System Works 
 

Effective and efficient use of systemic knowledge in business relationships has been demonstrated 

by all the participants. At large, knowledge of economic, social, cultural, and political systems of other 

countries which affect international businesses and relationships are useful elements. Systemic knowledge 
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also includes many aspects such as awareness of the ways of doing business with partners in different 

countries, their thinking, customer preferences, family relations, and the differences of social systems in 

particular and as a holistic manner are understood as systemic knowledge in this study.  The findings 

clearly showed that knowledge of differences of doing business and dealing with business partners and 

clients are important factors of international business relations as well as surviving in international 

business. 

All the participants had good knowledge of their business partners’ countries.  

They all had multiple relationships with people from multiple countries simultaneously. Many of them had 

personal relationships with their agents and buyers in more than 20 countries. Those relationships were not 

limited to exchange of goods and services. They go beyond business, making their business partners life-

long friends. Each participant handled business partners from different systems differently based on their 

systemic knowledge. Following are examples how research participants adopt different ways of dealing 

with international business partners.  

I do not adopt the same approach to everyone we do business with… Their cultural and 
social habits are different… We know that their needs are also different….We learn those 
things through experience…in a hard way we learn...  We knew about the Japanese 
market, the person who is in charge of seafood ... Those people get promotions in the 
same department and stay there for their lifetime. When I give a call to a Japanese person 
who handles seafood is always there, he is the one who answers because he is there for 
more than 30 years… It’s a very big company…  My Japanese friend, he is my business 
agent who joined as a junior officer and got promoted to manager and next position and 
next position… There is some consistency in continuing business with that person and 
relationships… American companies are very uncertain to develop personal relationships 
because a person may work for three months and suddenly quit the job… The consistency 
of employment has a long way in building relationships… Developing relationship with 
white man is critical... However, it is easy to develop relationships with other people.  
Maybe a Sri Lankan or an Indian in doing business in America is good in developing 
personalized relationships… I have a lot of Sri Lankan and Indian friends who buy from 
us…  I can speak the same language [means sharing the same meaning] and easy to build 
relationships. (Mr. L)  
 

Mrs. J expressed similar ideas.  
 

I decided to develop relationship with China. I am planning to send workers for training 
sewing technology there. So we can learn how China is using technology in their garment 
industry…knowledge of what and how to do business to sustain in industry is crucial…I 
always wanted to learn new things… (Mrs. J) 
 

Mrs. J said that she went to India to learn more about cosmetics. Based on her systemic knowledge, 

Mrs. R proposed remedial measures to Sri Lankan authorities: 
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Our system should be changed by identifying students’ abilities and train them in such 
fields… Capability based education is needed to our country to sustain business 
sector…Our system does not recognize skill jobs...We need attitudinal change of our 
workers… Country’s labor problem needs to be solved soon… Now due to good worker 
shortage some businesses are closing down… Labor shortage is my problem now…Even 
though some people have certificates of training from corporate organizations, they do 
not know how to work efficiently. (Mrs. R)  
 
Mrs. R also suggested that “capability-based education” is needed in Sri Lanka to sustain 

international business. “Our system does not recognize skill jobs. We need attitudinal change of our 

workers. Our country’s labor problem needs to be solved soon.” Thus, she demonstrated her knowledge 

about the systemic problems. Likewise all the participants demonstrated that they have sufficient 

knowledge about different systems and their pros and cons in building business relationships. 

 Acquiring Knowledge of Local and Global Business Trends 
 
All the participants emphasized that knowledge of global business trends is important. Especially, 

the latest fashions, innovations, and customer preferences were some of the useful knowledge they 

demonstrated. Each participant has a good understanding of changing business trends, customer 

preferences, and designs. For example, Mrs. J has a special research and development unit to experiment 

with new technologies to improve her products. She has invented new products using indigenous herbal 

medicines that have been used as product enhancement as well as for marketing purposes of her beauty care 

products. Mrs. R recently expanded her business to accommodate mass production of fashion garments; 

Mr. BK got his daughter involved in the latest fashion and art design for his business to suit the emerging 

customer preferences. 

Many of them acquired new knowledge of world’s business trends through their business partners, 

customers, and exhibitions. It was their belief that through personalized relationships, some systemic 

bottlenecks can be avoided. For example, “entering into unknown territories is difficult for new SB owners. 

They can do it through person-to-person relationships and learn from them how to enter new markets” (Mr. 

L).  Likewise, all the participants demonstrated their knowledge about global trends, markets, differences 

and their ability to understand different people from different socio-cultural backgrounds as they used such 

knowledge in their businesses. 

 The knowledge of participants’ surrounding environments helped them to develop a positive 

image of their businesses. This type of knowledge does not limit to culture-general and culture-specific 
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knowledge. It is about general day-to-day functioning of their immediate society. All the participants 

demonstrated their knowledge and close connections with their neighbors, economic agents, and news 

media. For example, Mrs. J several times reiterated that “my neighbors are my customers; they spread the 

good word for my products.” Likewise, close interactions with the immediate environments were seen 

throughout the interview transcripts.  

 

Acquiring and Effectively Using a Holistic Knowledge of Business 
 

It is the established norm among all the participants that knowledge of business, products and 

services, quality, and price are important factors not only to succeed in business but also to maintain close 

business relationships. According to participants, maintaining trust in international business is a dependent 

variable of quality, price, the way they handle it, and many related factors in addition to person who is 

involved in the process. All the participants believed that thorough knowledge of their business is important 

in sustaining good business relationships. It was their understanding that because their businesses are small; 

they need to have all-round knowledge to deal effectively with international business partners. Such all-

round knowledge according to the participants is especially important for confidence and trust building. 

Because they had a holistic knowledge of business, all the participants expressed that they are able to 

provide what their partners need at the time they need it for a reasonable price. It is their belief that all-

round business knowledge helped them manufacture unique products and market them to the satisfaction of 

their business partners. Following are some of the participants’ words that demonstrated their knowledge of 

business and how this knowledge relates to business relationships. 

A lot of people are making a lot of beauty products in the market. The … group also 
markets a wide range of other … brand personal care products in Sri Lanka (Mrs. J).  
 
I change my designs to suit the world trend and passions. Not only that I learnt to cut the 
cost of production, I changed my designs (Mrs. R) 
 
Export of ethnic food is a unique business because at that time no one was doing such 
business.  Importers used to come to Sri Lanka looking for ethnic food.  They contacted 
us. We were the pioneers to manufacture ethnic food.  Big companies came to us for 
supplies of ethnic food. They helped us how to pack, how to read, and how to process 
food and things like that initially, we started it in a small way and gradually developed it. 
When I started my productions there were no importers. We are unique in the sense—we 
are the manufacturers, we are doing packing, labeling, as we are the importers and 
exporters and owners of international businesses of …. brand (Mr. L). 
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Another participant answered the probing question, how do business success and relationships go 

together?  

Building trust is important for our business. Trust depends on the history and our 
behavior or supply to meet the needs of our friends in time. So it needs to understand the 
other party, their business, needs. (Mrs. K)  
 

In Mrs. K’s case, tacit understanding works as an unwritten agreement and a psychological bond 

between international business partners. This understanding is inseparable from business knowledge 

and succeeding in business relationships. Such understanding is also built on many factors such as 

quality, pricing, timely supply, and other aspects of their products and the process of doing business. 

 

Personal Traits: Personality Counts 

All the participants demonstrated personal traits and personality counts which included many 

types of personality attributes, traits, inner qualities, balancing positive mindsets, values and beliefs, 

motivation, and empathy. Personality counts demonstrated were manifold: qualities such as courage, 

honesty, integrity, friendliness, openness, persistence, charisma, leadership, firmness, flexibility, 

adaptability, quality consciousness, responsibility, hospitality, morality, positive thinking, generosity, 

empathy, respect, and so forth. The major dimensions of personality traits and counts thus identified 

include: setting and effective use of personal life-philosophies, effective use of appropriate personal ethics, 

competency in establishing credibility, personal and social identity, effective use of unique leadership 

qualities, demonstrated empathy/affection, inner personal qualities such as tolerance, patience, adaptability, 

trustworthiness, self confidence, flexibility, and ability to build close relationships with strangers, buyers, 

and agents.   

Setting and Effective Use of Personal Life-Philosophy  

Each participant adhered to his/her own life philosophy when doing business and making friends 

amongst business partners and clients in other countries. The way, they dealt with business partners seems 

vary according to their belief systems which are intertwined with their life philosophies. Adhering to 

unique ways of dealing with people from other countries has positively contributed building international 

business relationships. Those life philosophies which display their character and ranking of their inner 

values and priorities have invariably been translated into their business philosophies. For example Mrs. J 
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stated her life philosophy of giving the best, loving, caring and telling the truth helped her establish 

confidence within many clients. 

You must develop your own personality and help others to do so too… Be truthful and 
honest with everyone and stick to the straight path… help women look their best… Now 
we are three generations doing my business as both my daughter and granddaughter work 
with me… it is growing. (Mrs. J)   

 

Her own life philosophy has been an advantage for building and maintaining candid relationships that have 

brought her success in her local and international business. Likewise, every one of them has unique life 

philosophies. For Mr. BK it was serving communities; for Dr. T, Mrs. J, and Mrs. K, it was giving others 

the best.  

 

Effective Use of Appropriate Ethics 

   Effective use of personal and business ethics in initiating and maintaining international business 

relationships was remarkable within all the participants. Ethics has been an important component of 

sustaining in their personal and business relationships. Ethics in general are personal moral standards, inner 

policies, justifications of their behavior, and related actions in their daily endeavors. All the participants 

demonstrated several ethical dimensions in maintaining their relationships. For example, Dr. T said, “If you 

stick to your ethics and do your job properly, then we can build up good relationships with international 

businesses.” Mrs. J’s ethics reflect from her business motto: “Give the best, do the best, help others, tell the 

truth, be honest.” Mr. L’s response is to “be authentic when you deal with others.” Mr. BK said, “It is our 

responsibility and accountability that bring success to our business.” Ethics and personal philosophies seem 

intertwined. Friendship has been valued more than the money and therefore, each one of them sticks to 

their ethics in many respects of personal and business dealings.   

Competency in Establishing Credibility, Personal and Social Identity 

Establishing credibility is seen as an important competency in international business relationship 

building by all the participants. All the participants were highly regarded, because maintaining the 

credibility of themselves and their business was more important than gaining short-term profits. In the Sri 

Lankan society, personal credibility and relationships with prominent public figures have been considered 

rare capabilities for an ordinary person. In the Sri Lankan social context, having close association with the 



119 

  

top-most politicians and famous people is viewed as credible. Participants have established their personal 

credibility in many ways, including having close relationships with royal families and public figures, 

holding key positions in social organizations, and donating exclusive gifts for public events and 

institutions. Publicity was another way of creating a self-image for unusual persons in the society. Eight of 

the ten participants have been role models in many conferences and public events. They served the country 

holding key positions such as chairpersons of chamber of commerce and social organizations. Thus, each of 

them has established credibility as leading business persons and public figures. According to participants, 

their personal credibility has become a supporting factor for initiating relationships with many international 

people and strangers who have become their business partners, buyers, and friends. Their credibility has 

also been a factor that builds confidence within strangers, encouraging them to do business. Credibility 

seems intertwined with personal and social identity.  

Competence in establishing personal identity has been remarkable. Even though they maintained 

smallness of their businesses, each one of them has established personal and social identity as prominent 

business leaders. The document analysis showed that many news media and responsible authorities such as 

Sri Lankan government, chambers of commerce, business and industry, and society in general considered 

these participants as talented unique personalities; hence their businesses were cited as unique. Many of 

them have been recognized as public figures who can reach the unreachable, including the presidents of 

nations, royalty such as Queen Elizabeth, and so on. Nine out of ten participants have had the opportunity 

to approach on a personal basis and established close relationships to the president of the country. The 

media often published their life stories as leaders who create voices for their communities.  

In addition, the national media helps small business people build credibility and personal identity 

as leaders and social figures. For example, the media described Mr. BK as the “island’s leading traditional 

and commercial artists, designer, and a dye master... Known as an artist, creative designer, entrepreneur, 

and international marketer…”  (Daily Mirror , December 17, 2003).  Mr. BK also speaks on behalf of the 

business community showing his leadership. Once he raised a voice stressing that producers should be 

given concessions to be able to buy raw materials of high quality so that a standard of high quality in the 

finished products can be maintained (Sunday Observer, June 15, 2003).  Mr. BK’s personal qualities 

intertwined with many facets of his knowledge. Credibility and social identity have become contributing 
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factors to his international business relationships by way of initially establishing confidence to do business 

with him.  

Social and personal identities and credibility go hand in hand and are inseparable. Social identity 

has been regarded as an important element in doing international business by all these participants. Social 

identity was generated as an outcome of personal identity and established credibility. Social identity in this 

study is understood as becoming prominent social figures who have gained recognition as leaders and 

socially respectable persons. All of the participants have made an effort to create positive social identities 

for themselves as they were socially known as public figures and leaders of the business. Social identity 

according to participants helped them establishing business relationships, networking with leading people, 

and building confidence especially with new buyers and business partners. As described in the personal 

identity section above, each participant used many different ways to generate social identity. They held 

leading positions in social and government organizations such as chamber of commerce, and chairpersons 

of corporations and advisory boards that generate tremendous popularity as leaders, innovators, and 

contributors to the national economy. I was able to collect many documents about all the participants that 

portray them as social figures. Throughout their interviews, their social identities were apparent as 

supporting factors for their businesses. Therefore, creating social identity and using such identity as 

supporting factors for building international business relationship is considered as useful competency.  

Effective Use of Unique Leadership Qualities 

Each one of the participants demonstrated effective use of their unique leadership qualities that 

attract others to do business with them. When inquired by key informants such as bank officials and 

business experts about the participants, it was evident that those participants have been socially considered 

as leaders and role models in their business fields. It was apparent from the participants’ interviews that 

they have taken initiative to develop charisma through their leadership. The way they demonstrated 

leadership varied vastly. Some of them were considered as contributors to many national-level endeavors 

that benefit society at large, such as proposing viable policies and creating a voice highlighting the urgent 

needs for the small business communities. For example, there were several newspaper articles about Mr. 

BK’s leadership in the business fields.  Mrs. J has been invited by many international organizations such as 

Zonta Club, Indian women business organizations to deliver keynote speeches and educate other women 



121 

  

how to be business leaders. Mr. BK has been invited by the Malaysian Chamber of Commerce and several 

other conferences to share his life story. Mr. BK has also been the change agent, a catalyst for changing the 

entire film industry in Sri Lanka. His contributions and leadership were appreciated and publicized by 

many national media sources.  He is known as an artist, a creative designer, an entrepreneur, an 

international marketer, and a special consultant to the government. Mrs. J is known as a beauty care 

specialist and world renowned women with passion for others. Mrs. M is known as the only Sri Lankan 

entrepreneur who has had the chance to show her jewelry to Queen Elizabeth and other royalty in many 

countries.  

Competency in Managing Emotions 

Managing and effective use of emotions, especially in ambiguous situations, was evident within the 

participants. All of them stated that they need to have a lot of patience and dynamism to do international 

business. Mr. BK said, “I have been going through many emotional agonies …I worked so hard to develop 

the business” (Mr. BK).  Mr. L stated:  

You must be able to bear good and bad thing as fine things… Termination of business 
and relationships or things are unavoidable… but do it in such a way it is not an ugly 
divorce…I did it …and it was a friendly divorce. .. (Mr. L)  
 
Mr. L gave an example of how he terminated one of his business relationships due to a 

misunderstanding by his international partners. He terminated two large importers over minor issues. He 

said they demanded impossible things in an unethical way and he wrote a nice letter saying he is not in a 

position to supply the goods they need and terminated the business. Two years later, Mr. L wrote a letter 

explaining what has happened to them. Later, they restarted business and become more aware of how to 

deal with business partners. Mr. L thinks he terminated their business relationship strategically so that those 

partners did not have bad feelings towards him.  He emphasized that it is important to terminate business 

relationships in a friendly manner, adding that “the termination of business relationship should be a friendly 

divorce and not an ugly divorce.” Thus, his emotional maturity and self control in business relationships 

were evident. 

When probed with a question: what was your happiest and unhappiest thing in doing international 

business? Mr. L said “small business people should get rid of their classification of happiest and unhappiest 

feelings and take it simple normal thing...You must be able to bear good and bad things as fine things.” 
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That way, he emphasized the usefulness of having a neutral mind in dealing with business partners. In other 

words, he implied that one should be empathetic and not be disturbed if any conflict occurs, because any 

problem has a solution. Mrs. R said the same thing. Though they had a few conflicting situations due to not 

having closer understanding with others, they demonstrated their kindheartedness and empathetic nature as 

such empathy can resolve most conflicts.   

Effective management of inner personal values and beliefs were another important factor. The 

majority of the participants displayed their inner values by their actions. Values are broadly defined as 

inner morals such as self-esteem and quality standards that prioritize one’s actions and behaviors. Values 

also include personal self-awareness and strong personal identity (Paige, 1993).  Beliefs in this study mean 

strong opinions and worldviews one has towards someone else or something that underlies his/her behavior 

and actions. Effective use of one’s inner values in their relationships has been found a competency in this 

study.  

All the participants have their own values and beliefs. Those beliefs underlie their actions that also 

help maintain mutually beneficial relationships with others. Some of their inner values are “giving the best, 

doing the best in business”  (Mr. BK, Mr. L, and Dr. T), and “give people what they want and necessary for 

them” (Mrs. J). Their personal values and business values are intertwined. The ability to view things and 

situations and choose the best of all with a positive mind were some of their competencies. A few 

participants have classifications as good and bad based on their value systems. However, Mr. L said, for 

business relationships you should not have such classifications as good or bad. Mr. BK, Dr. T, Mrs. J, and 

Mr. L all said that “You should maintain a neutral open mind for all.”  

Religious beliefs were found as strong motivating factors for their business. For example, Mrs. J 

said, “Without the help of God I would never have done that…I would never have won the world’s best 

entrepreneur award …I give thanks to God every day and night.”  

Mrs. R also expressed a similar belief.  

I am a Buddhist. But I did not study Buddhism because I studied in a convent. After my 
husband’s death I learned Buddhism. I have developed a vision to live according to Buddha’s 
philosophy. I strongly believe that nothing can go wrong to a person who is blessed with triple 
gems (thrivida rathnaya—basic principle of Buddhism), I make my mind that way and I did 
my export business. (Mrs. R) 
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Religion becomes a foundation for developing confidence that takes away their fear of building close 

business relationships with unknown buyers and families. About 90% of the participants have certain 

kinds of beliefs based on their religious backgrounds.  

For Mrs. R, being a female means a motivation. Mrs. R said that  

I believe that women can do much more than men can do. I have demonstrated it. 
Women’s contribution to family, business, and to the economy is yet undervalued. 
Today, my business is a successful family business. The glue between family members is 
the bond, which made success to my business. It is the mother’s responsibility and ability 
to develop that bond among family members. (Mrs. R)  
 
Such beliefs work positive reinforcements for them in establishing confidence within them and 

others. Further, these beliefs also enhanced participants’ empathetic feelings towards business parties in 

their relationships. 

 

Inner Personal Qualities such as Tolerance, Patience, Adaptability, Trustworthiness, Self Confidence, and 

Flexibility 

Many personal qualities were found within the participants. A few are described here. Tolerance is 

demonstrated by paying attention to their business partners, employees, clients, and friends. Many a time 

self control and the patience to listen to others and tolerance for ambiguities were prominent.  Especially, 

openness to suggestions and feed back for their products and business helped them adapting appropriately 

to their business partners needs and likings. There were situations in which they redesigned their products 

to suit different buyers and countries. In Mrs. J’s case, she has many varieties of products for different 

customers. In Dr. F’s case, he has redesigned their products; that way they believe they enhanced the 

quality of the products too. In Mr. BK’s case, he has a plan to change the batik industry to suit it to modern 

buyer preferences.  

 Self confidence, trustworthiness, and flexibility to adapt multiple situations in multiple ways 

invariably enhanced business relationships. In doing so, the participants built confidence and commitment 

within their business partners that helped them succeed in business while strengthening personal 

relationships.  

Constantly maintaining a positive mindset towards having successful long-lasting 

international business relationships were found as prominent personal attribute within the 
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participants.  Positive mindsets pushed them to continue their international businesses beyond the 

walls to achieving their business goals. According to all of them, maintenance of credibility and 

dignity through collaboration with other people has been considered important for them. They 

established their brand names and took every effort to maintain the names’ superiority. Qualities 

such as a hospitable nature, respect for others, and time taken to develop person-to-person 

friendship with business partners were evident of their positive minds towards relationship 

building. Attitudes can influence individuals’ actions, either consciously or unconsciously. All the 

participants demonstrated that in relationship building, maintaining positive mindsets and attitudes 

are important competencies. It was demonstrated that they respect all those who come across on a 

day-to-day basis irrespective of physical and cultural differences. Mr. L views that having positive 

attitudes and respecting others is a self-management competency. 

Another example of their positive attitudes and persistence is that “I have never felt that I cannot do 

things. Everything was possible for me. I believe that any problem has a solution” (Mrs. R).  “When you 

meet a person do not put a black cover, be open minded to learn about that person,” said Mr. L. These types 

of attitudes help them positively in building relationships.  Such characteristics enable them to create many 

friends and sustain friendships in many ways. Likewise, all the participants have balanced positive 

mindsets towards having international; business relationships that made their business success.  

  Willingness to accomplish difficult tasks was evident within every one of them. Persistence is 

another way to describe courage of a person to accomplish difficult task. Inbuilt courage to take risk and 

venture into new business was displayed by all the participants. Many of their life stories were built upon 

lots of hardships, stresses, obstacles, and threats from many concerns such as competitors, family, people, 

and socio-cultural and socio-political environment. For example, Mrs. R started her business when she 

became a widow in her 20s. She unfolded her story: 

I do not want to lay back and cry for my life as a widow. I did not want to beg for myself 
and my daughters’ living. I can’t believe how I develop courage to face life as a single 
mother… I think after my husband’s death I got a huge courage to face the life…1982, I 
become popular as the best exporter and as a single parent it was a great achievement for 
me. (Mrs. R) 
 

Even though a few of them have had negative experiences in dealing with international buyers who are 

unknown to them, they never stop doing international business. Instead, they started developing close 
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friendships with such business people by inviting them to their homes and entertaining them. Perseverance 

is an obvious competency that all the participants demonstrated throughout their life stories.  

Dedication and courage to accomplish difficult tasks made them sustain their relationships. All the 

participants demonstrated that they are courageous and committed to continue trusting relationships with 

their buyers and partners. The commitments are that they supply goods or services right on time when the 

other party needs it. For example, Mrs. K gets overnight orders from their friends who are also business 

partners. She is committed to supplying the required quantity, quality, and design and so on at the time they 

required. She does not need to get permission from anyone, because she is the owner and the decision 

maker. She has the capacity to supply many orders. She never delayed any shipment or order once 

committed.  

Mrs. J’s business motto is “give people only what is good and necessary... you must develop own 

personality and help others do so” Mr. BK stated that “I think it was not the audience that feared this 

concept but those in the industry believing in traditional systems and fearing to take challenges… It is very 

difficult to get our people adapted to new ways of thinking.” Each one of them works hard to maintain 

good faith and achieve their business goals by taking responsibilities. Their commitments and responsible 

personalities help them create confidence within their close business associates.  

 

Constant Motivation to Build Close Relationships with Strangers/Buyers/Agents 

The ability to remain constantly self-motivated in sustaining international business relationships 

was observed among all the participants.  All participants showed their uninterrupted high level of 

motivation to develop close friendships with business partners from around the world as they believe it 

helps in many ways. Not only business—it also helps them to feel that they have accomplished meaningful 

things in their lives. Each participant said friendship is valued more than the profit and financial gains. 

Thus, a relationship is also seen as part of life and valuable accomplishments.  They feel happy about 

themselves when a close friend from another country visits their family and has social events together. 

Business is seen as an intrinsic reward for an open and candid relationship. Mrs. J said, telling the truth and 

being honest is the secret with her business partners for her success.  Many other participants also 

expressed similar point of views of close relationship with their buyers and partners.  
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Maintaining constant interest and motivation to make new friends is invariably a positive factor 

that invites others for friendships; hence, it is considered as a useful competence in this study. Each 

participant demonstrated heightened motivation and interest to develop close relationships. Their belief is 

that “If you build confidence and close friendship with your business partners, it makes a lot success and it 

will make a big difference in doing business with them.” (Mr. L). “Once you build close friendship, they 

will never go to another person, or your competitor to buy things. Because you also try to give them the 

best product, best price, best quality, and best of all” (Mr. BK). Mrs. J said she loves meeting and sharing 

her vision and mission with her friends who are also her buyers and agents. Every client who comes to her 

door step becomes a friend. When I went to interview Mrs. J, she invited me to her home and offered drinks 

and showed love and compassion. I would never forget her friendly nature with her high level of 

motivation.   

 

Skills/Talents 

The skills/talent dimension of relational competencies was intertwined with many competencies 

discussed above. In building business relationships, many skills and talents were demonstrated by the 

participants. It is their belief that positive and credible image of themselves and their product brand names 

attract many good business partners. Hence, they took enormous effort to build positive image, credibility, 

and social identity by demonstrating many talents such as their ability to approach royal families, top 

political leaders, and international business leaders. Skills in making their products unique by adding 

innovations are another aspect of their talents. Handling multiple relationships simultaneously, language 

and communication skills, problem solving skills, presenting their businesses unique and attractive by 

adding innovations, and social skills were prominent dimensions within the skills category. 

 

Handling Multiple Relationships in Multiple Ways Simultaneously 

 Effectively handling multiple relationships in multiple ways simultaneously to maintain 

international business relationships has been identified as an important competence. Their ability to 

develop close dialogue with strange people invariably enabled many of the participants to initiate lasting 

international business relationships. When a business partnership is initiated, it gradually turns out to be an 
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informal friendship. Informal relationships enabled individuals to open their minds to their friends (dyads) 

through open and candid dialogues and frequent interactions. It was their experience that once they build 

relationships, they feel comfortable asking questions and sharing knowledge freely. Mutual relationships 

have become sources of learning about the world, business, people, countries, and so on. Those interactions 

helped them to become close family friends. Following are some examples of how they use multiple 

sources to learn and benefit from such learning in achieving business success through relationships. All the 

participants have many success stories of having person-to-person relationships with at least twenty of their 

cross-national business partners or buyers. Many of their friends became marketing agents and helped them 

connect with prospective business partners in other countries. Some of their business relationships were 

originated from already existing friendships as well as those who got to know as buyers or visitors to 

business conferences and exhibitions. Mrs. J described how she has benefited from relationships. 

I love my neighbors and I feel my business is secured that way. My neighbors are my 
customers and they are my marketing agents because they spread the good word about my 
products…That is how I compelled to innovation of new products to suit the customer. Who 
ever who comes to my door, I welcome them with a smile. I am a friendly person… and I 
learn from them about new ideas and about the business world. I enhanced my knowledge 
through my friends, my children, and relatives... When my daughter got her masters degree in 
Marketing, I asked her what new techniques have you studied and what can she add to my 
business. She said, Amma (mother), I learned things that you have already been doing in your 
business...I am a very friendly person and they…my friends, neighbors like it. Many people 
came to me through our website…  When they come, I get friendly with them. I get very close 
to friends who ever who comes to me. When I go to France, I stay with my clients as we 
become very friendly. (Mrs. J) 
 

Most of their friends become buyers or agents of their businesses while many of their buyers become 

personal friends.  

Handling multiple relationships simultaneously with people from different socio-cultural 

backgrounds emerged as an important competency within the participants’ stories. All the participants have 

had a minimum of twenty international business partners or buyers, or friends who are involved in their 

business in different capacities. These participants have been in their business for more than twenty years. 

They demonstrated their capabilities to deal differently with different people simultaneously to suit every 

one of their friends.  Each one said they had authentic relationship with them. Such relationships are fruitful 

in expanding their markets and production as well as business relationships. 
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Language and Communication Skills 

Competence to communicate appropriately and effectively in English with people from different 

countries was an important skill within all the participants. Communication competence has been the most 

widely discussed competence in cross-cultural relationship building. Each one of the participants 

demonstrated good command of language and appropriate use of linguistic competencies. Though this 

study did not aim to test their communication skills, the interviews were held in English. One participant 

was interviewed in Sinhala and later translated into English. Most of them were able to communicate 

effectively to answer my questions and to unfold their stories. Mrs. R said even though she communicates 

in English, when writing letters, her personal manager writes letters to suit people from different countries. 

Thus, they hired specialized people to write business letters. Mr. N stated that he accompanies a friend who 

is fluent in English to translate for him in other countries. Using interpreters, Mr. N has been doing his 

export business for more than 15 years. Mr. BK was a journalist previously and well traveled. His 

communication ability is commendable.   

Ability to minimize misunderstanding through clarifications and gaining tacit understanding 

emerged as an important competence. According to Mr. L’s story, he had a misunderstanding due to 

miscommunication with one international buyer and that led him to terminate business with the buyer. It 

was his idea that he did not have a good understanding about the other person. At this juncture, he badly 

felt the value of having close relationships with international buyers. Even though he terminated business 

with his partner, after two years, he wrote a letter explaining the misunderstanding and why business failed 

and so on to that person who broke away. Mr. L said that letter changed the other party’s mind and they 

restarted business and later developed a much closer friendship. After that incident, Mr. L determined to 

learn more about the other persons before doing business. That way Mr. L thinks he can minimize possible 

misunderstandings.      

Many of the participants demonstrated their ability to gain tacit understanding of their close 

associates and adjust their business dealings accordingly. Past experience and deeper understanding of 

other business partners are valued as essential factors in sustaining mutually beneficial business 

relationships. Once they encounter a prospective business partner, they invite him or her to participate in 

informal activities such as dinners or a tea (Sri Lankans use tea as part of socialization), and other 
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socializing events.  Each of them has some kind of personalized relationships with many buyers and 

business partners. 

All the participants demonstrated having meaningful dialogue with their international business 

partners as they initiated close relationships with many of their international buyers and distributors. For 

example, Mr. BK described how he got one of his buyers to be his agent in organizing exhibitions for his 

products in Germany. Mr. BK said, “One day, a person found my products in a tourist shop in Sri Lanka 

and came to my home to buy some batik items to be taken to his country, Germany. I talked and talked and 

become very friendly with him and I got him to organize an exhibition in Germany for my products.” That 

led them to become long-term friends and business partners. Mr. BK demonstrated how he was able to 

persuade the German buyer to organize an art exhibition for him.  That is how Mr. BK started his 

international business.  Mrs. R also encouraged some of her friends to find distributors for her products in 

other countries. Mrs. J has many personal friends who are her business partners and buyers in other 

countries. Meaningful dialogue means entering into understanding to be willing to help expand their 

businesses for mutual gains. There is evidence that such dyads also contributed in suggesting innovative 

and high demanding product designs that advanced the growth of each other’s business. 

 Confidence building is seen as an important communication skill in relationship building. 

Research literature states this as trust building. This has been found from participants’ stories. 

For successful international business relationship, the most important thing is you must 
build up confidence… On the other hand, good quality product and supply on time what 
they want are important... (Mr. L)  
 
Many people do not understand batik… It is a handmade art work… So we have to 
explain it and we have been successful in creating value for our product. I was also able 
to build friendship with bankers and many important people and authorities. Almost all 
buyers except one ultimately became close friends. (Mr. BK) 
 
          Networking and negotiation skills have been observed important skills. Many of 

these participants have demonstrated their negotiation and networking skills. Some 

negotiations have been successful with closely associated buyers. Some were 

unsuccessful as they were cheated by some buyers not paying for their shipments. Three 

instances of opportunistic behaviors were apparent. Due to opportunistic incidents and 

non-payment of consignments, relationships were ended with legal actions and 
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terminated business agreements.  Two people went to court and won their cases and got 

their money back. Another person terminated a relationship with a deceptive business 

partner before getting into a big loss as they were able to detect such inappropriate and 

deceptive deals in advance. Dr. T said that he was able to take precautions by gaining 

deeper knowledge and building close relationships with their business partners to prevent 

opportunistic behaviors. Based on their past experience all these participants agreed that 

they need negotiation and networking skills to sustain international business 

relationships.  

Problem Solving Skills 

A high level of problem solving skills was evident within many of the participants. For example 

the following is an example of how Mrs. R solved her problems.  

I face a lot of problems, crisis situations, and many unexpected problems. I managed to 
overcome such problems without any soliciting… In 2004, I had a big blow of a billion 
rupee consignment because a…buyer did not pay money for my consignment. It was a 
big blow for me. However, I solved all the problems and I had a legal case… I seek the 
legal help and I won it… Later on I developed close relationships with many of my 
international business partners as it helped me to carry out business successfully. I also 
have close friendship with my employees. For example, I still have my oldest employee 
women working for me. I trained her and she became part of my business now (more 
than 20 years of service). (Mrs. R) 
 

Problem solving skills were not so prominent until they took legal action when they were cheated by an 

opportunistic business partner. It was not my intention to probe such questions. However, these participants 

decided to prevent deceptions and cheating by initiating friendships with their business partners as they 

believe such close friendships enable them to be more aware of those people and their behaviors. The 

participants believed that relationships may help solve many problems.  
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Information seeking skills become important to avoid opportunistic behaviors and losses and 

develop the business. Skills to explore useful information about other businesses and partners emerged as a 

useful competency in international business relationships. Learning from their past experience of becoming 

victims of opportunistic behaviors, these participants believed that good understanding of the business 

dyad’s character, personality, behavioral qualities, and history of dealing with others is an important skill. 

Mrs. R explained her negative experience of not having close relationship with wholesale buyers in another 

country. 

One person asked for a very big order. He promised to send me the payment once he 
received the goods. I trusted him without any base…But he did not pay me. So I had to 
get back my order…According to the bank references, he was not a reliable person. I met 
him at a trade fair. I did not have any personal relationship with this person. (Mrs. R) 

 
She explained how lack of sufficient information about buyers created problems for her. She sees 

relationship building is an answer to prevent such deceptive actions. This idea has been further supported 

by several other participants.  “All the others with whom I had close relationships have become good 

business partners” (Mr. BK). “When you meet a buyer you do not know who he is and… but when you find 

a person do not put a black cover be open mind too…” (Mr. L).  Seeking information about other people 

(business encounters such as partners and distributors or buyers) and their past is an important competency 

in sustaining relationships. Thus, the participants demonstrated how they transform their negative 

experience to positive constructive business relationships through expanding their knowledge and 

information base about others using information seeking capabilities. They used a variety of ways such as 

inviting business partners home and entertainment events that facilitate gaining deeper understanding about 

their business partners. 

Talents to Make the Business Unique and Attractive 

Each participant as described in earlier sections, maintained uniqueness of their products and 

brand names using unique raw material and adding innovations to their business. For example, Mrs. J uses 

native herbs for her products and it has been highlighted to attract international business partners. For Mr. 

BK, it was arts which are unique to his business and are also unique to Sri Lanka.  Mr. BK creates each of 

his product is different and unique. In his opinion, such uniqueness, creativity, and adding innovative 

designs and capabilities to their products are also seen as important competences that helped them to 
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maintain sustainable business as well as relationships. Thus, relationship and innovations seem intertwined 

to make international business success. 

High concern of quality, design, and presentation of their products are obvious skills from their 

life stories. Mr. BK’s products are unique in their design and presentations. Mrs. J’s products are unique as 

she adopts a holistic approach to her beauty care products, using indigenous herbs and historical recipes. 

Dr. T’s business is unique as they use highly refined raw materials. Likewise all the participants have 

adopted several elements to their businesses. Such high levels of innovations make their businesses unique.   

Social Skills  

Social skills involve the ability to deal effectively with people from different socio-cultural 

backgrounds. Dealing with culturally diverse people is seen as difficult and conflicting task by many 

previous researchers as described in the literature review. In dealing with people from different cultures, 

one needs many skills. Understanding, adapting, and tolerating many ambiguities are useful skills found 

within the participants. None of these participants had undergone any intercultural training. However, by 

generation, Sri Lankans are known as hospitable and collective people. Such collectivistic mind and 

hospitality nature was observed through participants’ stories. For example, Mrs. J said “I learned how to 

work with people from other countries and doing business in a very hard way through trial and error 

basis… I crawled down and fell down and stand again and fell down again and now I am here.” Her 

experience was that some of her actions were successful and some were not. Her talent is that she learned 

from her experience and achieved excellence in dealing with other parties.  

Self management and extending hospitality to friends are some of the skills Mrs. J possesses. 

Many of them were social leaders holding responsible positions and have already built social networks. 

Initiating authentic relationships is a unique ability [skill] of a person. All of the participants have their own 

styles of influencing and convincing others. As described in several other sections above, each one of them 

has multiple relationships simultaneously. They have been successful in convincing their clients to buy 

their products while having personalized relationships. Mr. BK’s story of convincing a German buyer to 

organize exhibition in Frankfurt and later be his close friend and a distributor is a good example.  

Mrs. R’s story is that her previously known friend found a market for her products. Mrs. R told her 

story:  
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I got my first export order for batik dresses in the year 1973 from a known party living in 
abroad. I took photographs of my products and sent them to a known person in 
Frankfurt… That is how I did my own way of marketing… That offer opened the door 
for me to develop my garment industry. Thereafter I was invited to participate in trade 
fairs, exhibitions, and even to many hotels to display goods and market my products. 
(Mrs. R) 

 
There are many stories of each participant that demonstrate their unique style and candid nature in initiating 

and carrying out successful business relationships intertwined with personal family relationships.   

 Relational skills are also considered as social skills and are similar to bridging and bonding skills. 

All the participants experienced that their relational and bonding skills keep their international business 

partners closer and in the process they become life-long friends. It was their belief that friendship itself is a 

bond of future business success as it is a natural trend for friends to stick together.  This can be seen 

through participants’ life stories. For example, Mr. BK disclosed his history of business relationships as 

follows: 

When I started I did not have any connections with international market. I began 
exporting because I made close friendship with one of my buyers from Germany… This 
is how I built relationships…One day a German artists has seen my products in a hotel... 
He has inquired and got my contact information… He came to my home and he 
purchased and purchased a lot from me… we had a long chat on that day … I made it a 
point to make friendship with him. I persuaded him to organize an exhibition in Germany 
for me… He helped me to exhibit my products in Germany in 1974. That was how I 
started my close relationship with him. Now we become family friends and visit each 
other’s homes. I believe have been successful in building intercultural business 
relationship with my partners and buyers. (Mr. BK)  

 
Later Mr. BK visited Malaysia and made close connections with his competitors in the international 

market. That way he started join business with them, thus eliminating competition and collaborating for 

mutual benefits. Such collaborations are initiated due to capabilities of building close person-to-person 

relationships. Mr. R said, “I have friends in many countries; when they come here, they buy my products 

and sell in their countries… It is based on trust and relationships... I am confident about future business 

success.”  This type of relational and bonding capabilities is obvious among all the participants.  

It was their talent to use every day encounters into valuable learning and apply in their businesses. 

Past experience of dyads plays a key role in continuity of future relationships. The knowledge gained 

through past experience has also been used as a predictor of future relationships. Three participants have 

had experience of being cheated by their buyers from other countries. It was their understanding that if they 

had close relationships with those parties they could have learnt such behaviors in advance and such 
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cheating could have been avoided. Based on their experience, all the participants said a long-term person-

to-person relationship is useful in avoiding many mishaps in business. This type of understanding and 

learning out of experience were used to taking preventive measures. Thus, a relationship is viewed as an 

important corrective component to avoid future business failures. They initiated long-term relationships not 

only to learn high demanding products and services, designs, and standards, but also to overcome 

competition and cheating behaviors. Many of the participants expressed their views about close 

relationships. Mrs. K said, “I think close relationship building is the best strategy to keep your customers in 

good faith… exchange standard quality goods…frequent interactions…it reduce cost of marketing and 

paper work and so on...” In this manner, participants implied that they can gain tacit understanding through 

close interactions that lead to long-term relationships. That way, they expected to develop trust. Participants 

believe trust is the most important ingredient in sustaining business relationships. 

Mrs. M described how she combined previous experience abroad.   

When I was in school my parents talked about business… My work in USA and England, 
especially the use of the internet in those countries helped me to understand international 
business… What they want and how they do business and so on. It gave me better 
understanding... That made me able to handle the marketing side of international business 
and to develop my business competencies. (Mrs. M) 

 

Dr. T explained how he got into trouble as he did not have sufficient knowledge about his business partner.  

I told you one of our buyers in …. Tried to sell us obsolete machines and equipment for a 
very high price even higher than new equipments… that guy tried to cheat us…we need 
to do a bit of business before we build relationships to understand them…we got into a 
bit of difficulties because we did not know who that person was…we need to do 
experiments with them and gain knowledge about them… when we came to know that 
person has cheated us, we immediately terminated business with him and cancelled our 
shipment… Had we known about his past and about him we could have avoided such 
cheating… I believe we need to understand the other party through close relationships 
over a period of time… Past experience is very useful source of information for 
successful business relationships. (Dr. T)  

 

Participants were able to gain many types of knowledge through their social skills. Making meaning 

through experience is a continuous process that underlies elements that can be used for decision making 

and selecting mutually compatible partners for long-term business relationships. 
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Behavioral Competencies 

  Mutually compatible behavior in dealing with international business partners has been 

demonstrated by all the participants. Each one of them has had more than one close business relationships 

and they believed such relationships were successful and beneficial for them to enter, expand, and grow in 

international markets. There were several dimensions that demonstrated behavior related competencies. 

These dimensions were discussed in this section. 

Goal Oriented Behavior 

Each participant has clear vision to develop their business not only to benefit them but also to benefit 

others. Their actions were oriented towards setting goals and working towards achieving them. Their long-

term oriented goals can be seen from what they said.  Mr. L said, “You must develop mental attitude not to 

do business today and vanish but to continue on a longer term basis.” Many of them had goals to seek and 

capture opportunities for their businesses.  Most of them have already established credibility for themselves 

and their businesses that has been one of their goal achievements. McClelland (1961) described this 

behavior as the need for achievement.  

Managing Self and Others   

All the participants demonstrated their skills in managing their actions in doing business. 

Managing others involved persuading others to do the things for these participants such as finding buyers, 

organizing exhibitions, convincing them to join their businesses, and so on. I have explained such 

persuasive behavior in earlier sections to show how these participants were able to convince and manage 

international business partners. For example, Mr. BK was able to manage his German buyer to organize an 

exhibition for his products in Germany, which opened doors for Mr. BK to expand his business. Mr. BK 

said, “I persuaded him to organize an exhibition in Germany for me. That was how I started my close 

relationship with him. Now we become family friends and visit each other’s homes.” Self management is 

displayed by supplying quality products in time as the buyer desired. Taking prompt action to successfully 

maintain business transactions invariably led to the continuity of their business relationships. 

Adaptation to Situations  

 Understanding other people’s feelings and inner thinking and adapting to suit the best possible 

manners were useful in sustaining in relationships.  Adjusting participants’ behavior and actions to better 
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match the differences of others, especially, buyers and business partners were apparent among all the 

participants. Each participant dealt differently with his or her business counterparts from different 

countries. For example, Mr. R said 

I deal differently with different business partners as I understood their feelings. I adjust 
my styles every time I work with them. I even change my language when I am writing 
letters…I deal with different peoples from different cultures in different ways 
simultaneously. (Mr. R) 

 
Mrs. K said  
 

We need to give our fullest support to our friends who are our buyers. I have very good 
relationships with our buyers, they know about us and products. They do not contact us 
formally every time when they want to buy; they just give the order by phone or email. 
(Mrs. K) 
 

These are useful behavioral adjustments each participant demonstrated in sustaining close 

relationships. Following are strategic dimension of international business relationships. 

 
Strategy 

The strategic dimension of building and sustaining international business relationships includes 

strategy used in their relations, behaviors, and business in a holistic way. Strategies in this study entail 

positive meaning of activities used by the participants in achieving international business success. Thus, 

strategy dimension includes activities deliberately taken to satisfy the business dyads involved in 

relationships. In international businesses, personal friendships or relationships alone seem insufficient. 

According to all the participants, a relationship has to be holistic, because it affect many parties involved in 

the process, such as the producer (in this study, the owner-manger is the producer), marketer (wholesale or 

retail buyers), distributor (sometimes the buyer is also the distributor), and the consumer (end user: often in 

international business either wholesalers or retailers or buyers and distributors are the key people who 

involved in relationships with the suppliers or the owner-managers) to succeed in business. For example, it 

was their understanding that if one has an excellent product but does not have any connections with the 

buyers or some times intermediaries, that person may not be able to sell the products or enter international 

markets. Even if they have suppliers and buyers, if they do not supply in time or appropriately pack and 

distribute, the process may not work. Every aspect of the process of internationalization of SBs needs to be 

taken care of. Much evidence suggests that most SBs collapse in the process of exporting due to lack of a 
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holistic approach to internationalization and the inability to develop fruitful relationships. This has been 

evidenced from the experience of all the participants. Hence, the strategic dimension plays a key role in 

internationalizing SBs. Those strategic behaviors are broadly broken down to business strategies, relational 

strategies, and behavioral strategies described in the subsequent sections within the strategic domain. 

Business Strategies 

The business strategy dimension includes essences such as innovations in product and services, 

thinking beyond the box to adopt a holistic approach to doing business. Though all the participants agreed 

that close international business relationships are an integral part of their business success, relationships 

alone do not bring success in internationalizing their SBs. It was their experience that a set of business 

strategies need to be blend together with friendship in a holistic manner to be effective in business. A set of 

strategies used to make their business attractive and satisfying to everyone involved in the process was 

evident from the stories. Some of the prominent business strategies found in this research study were timely 

innovations of products and services, consistently maintaining quality standards, attractive presentation 

strategies such as packing and designs to suit different client groups, maintaining uniqueness, keeping 

moderate prices, timely delivery, and adding cultural values and unique native raw materials to products 

thus making exclusive brand named products. Following are what participants stated about how their 

strategies enhanced their relationships.  “Innovation must go into marketing, into market research, and into 

advertising, and into mutual benefits” said Mr. L. Mr. BK also expressed a similar experience: 

My product designs and market strategies were helpful in building good international 
business…. my product brand name, design, quality of my product, packing, timely 
distribution, good price… Price factor is very important for small businesses... I have 
good products, and I got many supports for my business…I got bank support… 
government support, and family support... Government helped me in attending trade fairs 
in other countries… Bank gave me money to do business…My wife helped my business 
tremendously... She was behind my business success, looking after the production, the 
showroom, and a local sale...The product itself is a success factor. It is important to live 
in the business. That means you know every thing of your product and the 
business…knowledge of the world trend is important…Now we need innovative designs 
and products to cater to the world... Even worker training, skill development are 
important… Workers need to be confident in what they do… On the other hand, good 
quality product and supply on time they want is important. 

  
This is how Mr. L described his strategy in doing business: 
 

Because we were at it we were able to develop our name brand… We are like the best known 
brand in the ethnic market…we are known in the market in our name... The success goes hand 
in hand… we were able to establish our own brand because we were consistent…  We are 
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dedicated producers… Everybody now knows us as credible brand name… I mean credibility 
matters particularly in small and medium business field. 

 
Another participant, who has had a negative experience with an international buyer, said: 
 

I am helping others to get into international markets, more awareness of the market is an 
important factor, and then product is important… developing designs need to be done 
more profound way to keep your business and the relationships. (Mrs. R) 

 
Mrs. J’s business strategies made her business unique as she is catering to a variety of customers. Her 

innovation in her business attracts many international clients.  She introduced ayurvedic [indigenous 

medicinal herbs] and herbal recipes that were used by famed beauties such as kings and queens in the 

history in this region. She emphasized the concept of traditional ayurvedic and herbal beauty care 

developed with extensive research in evaluating the effectiveness of the use of natural extracts was her key 

strategy. Her business strategies helped to disprove the myth that SBs cannot internationalize. Her business 

team includes research and development (R & D), ayurvedic doctors, herbalists, botanists and eastern and 

western chemists (Daily News, January 28, 2004). 

Participation in international exhibitions and conferences is another strategy they adopted in 

initiating relationships and to demonstrate their products and services to create awareness. Thus, a variety 

of business strategies that each participant used resembled their holistic approach to business that facilitated 

their international business relationships. Excellence, innovations, high concern for quality, timely delivery, 

price, product, promotion, packing, prompt action, maintaining excellence in business as well as 

relationships were remarkable competencies demonstrated by all the participants in international business 

relationships. Relationship itself was a strategy of achieving success of their businesses. 

An important essence observed within these participants was their ability to think beyond the box. 

Use of strategic thinking appropriately is considered as thinking beyond the box.  All the participants 

demonstrated that they are innovative thinkers. New ways of thinking were emphasized many times 

throughout their stories. Their skills in thinking beyond the box are not limited to product design or making 

friends. They have been involved in social identity creation by adopting a variety of strategies as described 

in earlier sections. For example, Mr. BK, a famous artist and batik manufacturer, created a beautiful and 

exclusive costume for the key elephant that was performing in one of the internationally recognized cultural 

parade. He said that   
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I did the decoration of Dalanda Maligawa [the most prestigious religious place]... I 
did the tusker’s [the key royal elephant which is considered a national assets] dress 
using my artistic creations... that was the first introduction in the history of that 
parade...not only that I participated all national level cultural events… Those cultural 
events helped me positively to build my credibility. (Mr. BK)  
 

Dalanda Maligawa is the topmost Buddhist temple, which conducts an annual procession to pay 

homage to Lord Buddha’s tooth relic in public. Sri Lanka being a Buddhist county, this event is considered 

one of the major political, royal, and cultural events. Many tourists from all over the world attend this 

event. This has been a good marketing strategy and exhibition for Mr. BK’s product to many internationals. 

Likewise, there is much evidence that those research participants demonstrated unique thinking and adding 

novelty to national level cultural and social activities.  This skill has invariably not only created popularity 

but also attracted a lot of internationals to his business. This has indirectly opened doors for Mr. BK to 

develop close friends from all over the world. 

Convincing others is an important competency that those business people demonstrated in many of 

their interactions and relationships. This has been evident from the following statements. 

I was a food scientist worked in a big company. I was a science graduate. It is a kind of 
innovating something from the scratch…  Instead of tin, I use bottles because a house 
wife can open the bottle and keep it in a fridge and use it. You have to constantly think of 
the consumer and their convenience… I change the attitude of the exporter’s preference 
of tin to bottle and I showed how it is good for marketing… Product innovation is 
important. (Mr. L)  
 
Mrs. J, Mr. BK, Dr. T, Mrs. R, and Mrs. K all demonstrated their convincing capabilities on many 

occasions.   

Relational Strategies 

The essence of relational strategies included strategic thinking and reciprocity, hospitality, 

appreciation, gift giving, and activities such organizing trips and enlightening partners about their 

countries, themselves, and products and any actions that satisfy all the parties in relationship. The word 

“strategies” gives positive connotation as supporting elements of achieving business success and relational 

goals.  

Controlling inner self and attitudes, developing positive thinking, being open to listen, and 

findings suitable (correct or appropriate) business partners were some examples found as relational 

strategies. For example, Mr. L said  
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I think small business people should get rid of their classification of happiest ad 
unhappiest classification and take it simple normal thing. You must be able to bear good 
and bad thing as fine things…For a small company to be successful, you must try to hook 
up with a company which is willing to deal with small company… Big business 
operations, you will not go very far… Also learn to develop medium or small importers 
to develop their businesses like yours. [Size matters in building relationships]. Small 
exporter could have helped you to develop your business than a big company… If you 
are in early stage of a business, then select similar small business in their process of 
developing… Go and look for a business that is willing to develop in a small way. (Mr. 
L) 

 
Mr. L emphasized that when choosing a business partner it is appropriate to think about the size of the 

business, otherwise there can be problems and mismatches. In the process of business relationship building, 

all participants have their own styles of reciprocating to their international business partners. Extending 

hospitality and hosting them and taking them on trips were some of such activities. Honesty was the most 

commonly stated quality in dealing with business relationships. Extending hospitality has been a tradition 

in Sri Lanka that makes visiting parties happy and draws them closer to the hosting party. Hospitality 

treatments generated opportunities to learn from each other more closely, their needs, capabilities, and 

desires, which invariably were the supporting factors for their international business.   

Behavioral Strategies  

Several essences of behavioral strategies were found from the stories of the participants. Some of 

them were taking timely action, responding instantly to any inquiry, participating in important events and 

conferences, creating social identity, establishing credibility of self and the business. In Mr. BK’s case, he 

created an international social identity by holding more than 100 batik exhibitions in Europe and Asian 

countries. He also held several key positions in the society as he worked as the chair of the craft council 

and many media organizations. Self-evaluation was another strategy found within the participants. 

Following is an example of how he views his business.  

I started my business in 1970, since then I have been continuing it…I measure my 
success by my product quality; volume, its appearance, demand… my product is the best 
brand name in the country… I have been exporting to…other countries. So I think my 
business is successful financially, because I started with zero. I made millions out of it 
within a 10 year period; I was on the top of the batik industry. (Mr. BK)  
 

Thus, Mr. BK has his own evaluation criteria to measure his business success.  
 
Mr. L said  
 

I have been traveling around the world to do business… It is a kind of a forerunner type 
of thing… Every thing we started… Now we are selling from home like Amway system 
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in America… We are the home sale people we sell from home to other countries… We 
have Sri Lankan food selling from home to other countries. 
 

Mr. L highly satisfied about his achievements and now he sells his products to the world while being at 

his home. He emphasized that friendships have long-term benefits to his business. His main customers 

are international people, many of whom have become close friends.  Appreciations and recognition of 

friendship and helping their business partners to grow were also related supporting factors in 

international business. 

  Ethical behavior has been another important strategy. Ethical behavior, such as maintaining 

quality, developing credible relationships, and candidness in their business transactions, were some of the 

essences observed. It is difficult to demarcate these actions as ethical strategies because they are 

intertwined with behavioral strategies.  Many participants stated the word ethics several times to describe 

how important for them to adhere to ethics as part of doing business. Dr. T frequently expressed “if you 

stick to your ethics, you can continue good business relationships.”  The most important behavior was that 

they were highly concern about maintaining their own reputation as credible individuals and business 

organizations. They were concerned about maintaining unblemished product brand names and personal 

credibility through their ethical behavior.   

 

Q3. What did Sri Lankan small business owner-managers value as they engaged in international business 

relationships? 

Gaining a global understanding out of interview transcripts, it was found that they value 

friendship, maintaining credibility of their business and themselves over instant profits. All the research 

participants stated friendships built based on deeper understanding of their business partners are very 

important for the success of their businesses. The closeness of relationship, though, was not defined clearly; 

it was implied as having a solid and deeper understanding between all parties as these business partners feel 

free to interact with each other without formal business protocols such as formal letters, legal agreements, 

and going through top management approvals. A relationship is viewed a rewarding condition for their 

businesses in many respects. It was viewed as a source of resources, marketing strategy, knowledge 

generation, reinforcement and motivation, an entertainment rather than augmenting only profits. Every one 
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of the participants viewed relationships as an integral component of their daily business lives and become 

the key success factor.  

When asked a probing question: Why do you think international business relationships 

(friendships) matter to your international business? Following were some of their answers. 

If you build confidence and a close friendship with your business partner, it makes a lot 
success and it will make a big difference in doing business with them… You also try to 
give them the best product, best price, best quality, and best of all. (Mr. L) 

 
To all the participants, close relationship works as a predictor of future behavior and continuity of their 

business. Relationships were seen as the glue that bonds between business partners.   

However, informal interactions and close business relationships did not start at the initial stage.  

History of behaviors, experience, knowledge, clear understanding backed by appropriate and effective 

personal qualities, ethics, knowledge, values, behaviors, established credibility and skills were prerequisites 

to establishing bonding relationships. Once each party is certain about the other party, confidence is 

established, trust is built, and closeness of relationship is enhanced. A relationship is a complex continuing 

process and there is no universal or generalizable pattern observed within all the ten participants. Each one 

has his/her own pattern and different goals of initiating and continuing close business relationships. 

The relationship is seen as close when they feel free to contact the other party without prior notice 

and can have both formal and informal discussions. Once they gained some experience doing business 

together, the context of each other is already understood and felt easy to deal with each other. Many 

business partners have personally visited their international businesses partners. Such visits helped them 

build confidence and trust. Exchange of business and family related information were obvious through 

frequent interactions. They help each other when they visit each other’s countries, take them on a country 

tour, find accommodation, and exchange gifts. Nine out of ten participants stated they have much closer 

family relationships with their business partners. For example, most of them stated that whenever they go 

to those countries or their children visit other countries; their international business partners help them in 

many ways providing accommodation and transportation. In the same manner, when their international 

partners visit Sri Lanka, research participants treat them in an equal manner thus showing reciprocity as the 

bonding glue.  Every one of the participants felt their life is easy when they have close friendships. “We do 

not have to worry over and over again. Trusting relationship is the key to our success.” (Mrs. J) 
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Mrs. K demonstrated her respect for business partners: 

However, we do not like to bother them much in staying their homes. We ask them to 
find a hotel for us. They come to hotel and take us to their factories and some times we 
visit their homes also. (Karunee)  

 
The respect they extended towards international partners was evident.  
 
 
 Another participant said  
 

I have a woman business partner in England. After some time we became very friendly. 
Every time I go to England, she wants me to stay with her in her house… We discuss all 
kinds of things as good friends… Hence, I feel we have kind of close friendship… 
However, it is not an intimate relationship similar to marriage couple or a blood relative. 
It is different kind of friendship we built over time… We respect each other and we 
became very close as well as we keep our distance to do business. I believe we need a 
kind of distance to maintain business relationships. (Mrs. J)   
 

Another view about international business partners is that  

When they come, I get friendly with them. I get very close to my friends whoever who 
comes to me…. (Ms. N) 

 
These expressions imply their inner feelings, values, and candid nature of their relationships. 

 
All the research participants perceived that close relationships facilitate both formal and informal 

exchange of ideas, products and services, business and family visits, and so on. Family visits further 

enhanced such relationships as a way of trust building. However, these types of relationships seem different 

from intimate relationships between marriage couples or girlfriend and boyfriend or superior and 

subordinate relationships in organizations. Each dyad is considered as equal partners with interdependent 

business relationships. To the participants, close means that they have unwritten understanding and trust. 

These unwritten tacit understandings work as predictors for the future business transactions.  Following is 

an example how they develop close relationships. Their view is that relationships help confidence building 

(in other word is equal to trust building) which is the key to successful international business relationship. 

Mrs. M said 

Person-to-person relationship helps us convincing the buyer about the product as well as 
to understand the buyer more closely through relationships because of the cultural 
differences it is important to have close relationships to understand the buyer. 
  

Mrs. M explained about her relationships and how they built trust between each other: 
 
I have a good friend, an American woman… She and I started exchanging ideas and gifts 
and so on ….we had a kind of a good relationship… It becomes a very candid 
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friendship... Close friendship was developed being frank and honest between us…. For 
example, when we had a bomb in Colombo, that American women who planned to come 
asked me about the situation and how it affect her trip I organized… I told her the truth 
about the danger and I did not hide anything... I told her that there is no guarantee that 
there is nothing will happen, … I was very frank and she understood the risk of coming to 
Sri Lanka. That way we build up very close friendship and trust by being frank…   
 

 All the ten research participants believed that they have been doing international business 

successfully and person-to-person relationship is important for developing international business. Three 

participants discontinued at least one of their international buyers due to cheating. These participants stated 

that close relationship can avoid such cheating. Relationships repeatedly emerged as a predictor of future 

business. Mr. L emphasized those relationships last long if you find the correct partners:  

Person to person relationship can be built with another small (similar in size) company or 
a big company. We have examples in our company, we supply to very big Japanese 
companies also, we have person-to-person relationship with all those companies, we have 
been doing business more than 20 years with that person in Japan company because 
people are there for life in Japanese companies. 
 
Mrs. K and her business partners have benefited from many different aspects. She started her 

business with the money borrowed from her business partner in another country. That partner has become 

the distribution agent for her products thus both parties benefited and are interdependent business partners. 

All the participants agreed that relationships help cut the distribution and market research costs 

tremendously because international friends who are also business partners become marketing agents and 

distributors in their countries.  All the participants said “they tell us what is needed as they live in those 

countries.” 

For Mrs. R, close relationships opened doors for her new business. Today she does business with 

friends in the US, Europe, and many countries. She said  

I got my first export order in 1973 through a friend of mine living in Germany. That 
opened door for me to enter international markets. (Mrs. R)  
 
Many participants used “understanding and satisfying our customers and developing a mutually 

beneficial long-term relationships” as part of their organizational mission statements. Thus, they value 

candid friendship which was like a family over short-term profit from international business. 

In summary, all the interviews showed that sustaining in close relationships with their business 

partners benefited them in many different ways: (a) sharing resources between parties for mutual gains; (b) 

cutting the cost down; (c) expanding markets thus minimizing the challenges of competition; (d) gaining 
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knowledge such as tacit understanding, global market environment, markets, and innovations through 

frequent informal interactions; (e) acting as a source of motivation and up keep of the business; (f)  gaining 

satisfaction; and (g) relationships have become medium of family entertainment as it brings satisfaction for 

their families.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The research findings shows that close business relationships have been a medium for expanding 

their family overseas by way of doing business. Each participant values friendships over instant financial 

gains and treated business partners and buyers similar to family members. The findings to question two 

summarize their relational competencies as knowledge, personal counts, skills, behaviors, and strategic 

dimensions. Relationships have been viewed as glue that bridges gaps between business partners and 

clients. Once bridged, through their ethical and honest actions they were able to build bonding relationships 

that brought them international business success. This study disproves some of the myths about 

internationalization of small businesses. Smallness is not a stumbling  

block for internationalizing businesses. Relationship does not undermine the value of business as it 

facilitates for better results as it reduces deceptions and opportunistic actions by strangers. The evidences 

are that there were many positive factors to building relationships than negative factors. Chapter 5 

discusses the findings, their implications to adult and human resource education and internationalization of 

small business fields followed by future research directions. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
 

This final chapter begins with a discussion of the major findings and implications for theory, 

practice, and policy. It concludes with the author’s final reflections and some of the questions raised by this 

study that may direct future research. The next section discusses the salient findings of this study while 

relating them to the body of existing literature to generate new knowledge and to validate the research 

findings of the present study.   

DISCUSSION 

Though the topic of business relationships is not new (Brown, 1950; Cassady, 1946), still there is 

little research and it is relatively a nascent topic (Grayson, 2007). This has been further acknowledged by 

Hakansson and Snehota (1995). While some of the previous studies found many positive factors of having 

friendships with business partners (Beatty et al. 1996; Frenzen and Davis, 1990; Haytko, 2004; Johnson & 

Selnes, 2004), a few studies found both positive and negative factors of friendships in business (Grayson, 

2007). The positive factors discussed in the literature are that friendships are an enjoyable aspect of doing 

business together (Halpern, 1997) and friends can legitimately be helpful to one another without 

threatening the relationship because they are friends (Grayson, 2007). Friendships can influence positivity 

through their open and helpful attitudes (Johnson & Selnes, 2004). Friends are loyal partners (Beatty et al., 

1996; Price & Arnould, 1999) as they are more committed and productive (Haytko, 2004). The negative 

factors of friendship in business relate to possible conflicts between partners due to role conflicts (Grayson, 

2007). The present study argues that cross-national business friendships bring many advantages leading to 

mutual gains in internationalizing SBs.   

Comparatively, the present study found that relationships/friendships helped all the participants to 

achieve business growth through expansion of their markets, innovations, and establishing sustainable 

business partnerships. Such relationships also lead to fulfilled lives as they enjoyed having friends involved 

in their businesses on a daily basis. The unique findings of this study were that cross-national business 

relationships between dyads were similar to family member relationships. Thus, person-to-person, family-

to-family, or family-to-person relationships were apparent preconditions for organization-to-organization 
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relationships. Organizational relationships were seen as a longer term outcome of the owner-managers’ 

personalized relationships with international business partners and/or family-to-family relationships of the 

owner-managers of SBs. 

This study emphasizes that, in the Sri Lankan business context, owner-mangers’ cross-national 

business relationships play an important role in internationalizing their small businesses, and personalized 

relationships were viewed as positive factors for international business success. The findings of the three 

research questions (see chapter 1) addressed in this study are that all ten owner-managers of small 

businesses have been doing international business through close relationships with their clients and 

business partners who live in many different countries. These lived experiences made these research 

participants believe that close business relationships opened many doors for them to enter into international 

markets while collaboratively enhancing their products’ quality standards and appropriate designs and 

augmenting resources for expansion and establishment of their businesses in other countries. That way, 

these participants were not only able to expand their markets but also establish joint partnerships and 

manufacturing plants in many countries.  

Many of these relationships brought the business partners more closely bonded family 

relationships. Much evidence shows that business dyads, when they visited each others’ countries, also took 

part in family celebrations, home visits, and country tours with family members of these owner-managers. 

Those family involvements became enjoyable and memorable life and family events, which worked as 

bridges to build strong psychological bonds and family relationships. That way, they were able to gain a 

much deeper understanding about their dyadic business partners and clients. It was the participants’ 

understanding that whenever they did not have a clear understanding of their business partners’ 

relationships, they failed due to deception and untrustworthy actions by strange business counterparts. 

Three participants were affected by deceptive actions and non-payment for their consignments sent abroad. 

Such deceptive incidents were ended with legal actions to recover their losses while completely terminating 

future business activities with those deceptive business partners. Therefore, close relationships/friendships 

with business partners are seen as the way to gain better understanding and build trustworthiness in doing 

business to sustain in international business environments.  
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The overarching theme identified in relation to question one was “relationship in business is like a 

family.” That means these relationships were similar to family member relationships. Within this major 

theme, three important essences found were “money is not the prime concern”; “do the best, give the best, 

tell the truth”; and “continued friendship means continued business.” These essences show that their 

personal and family values were integrated into their business relationships. Based on their past experiences 

and through strong family and personal bonds, these participants developed knowledge and beliefs about 

their business partners’ future behavior that led to building trusting relationships.   

Though the concept of family is changing according to different cultural patterns over time, still in 

many cultures, the unit of family becomes a powerful authority in continuing relationships, sharing 

resources and values, keeping strong family bonds, love, and caring for its members while transmitting 

generational values and cultures (Hartman & Laird, 1983).  In general “family is considered as a nuclear 

system in which family members develop invisible loyalties and generational bonds… hierarchy of 

obligations … and indebtedness, which has tremendous impact on individual members” (Hartman & Laird, 

1983, p. 80). It is obvious that the intimate relationships within the family play a vital role in shaping the 

lives of its members. The concept of family in the Sri Lankan context entails loyalty, caring nature, love 

towards each member, and concern for goodwill and growth as a cohesive family to achieve common 

goals. Thus, a family is seen as a nuclear unit that functions as a hierarchical organism with a set of family-

bound values and systems. Throughout the stories of these research participants, it was apparent that 

relationships with their business partners were similar to a family. Family values were integrated into 

relationships with business partners. However, not all the business partners were similar to their family 

members as this process took a longer time period for them to build trustworthy relationships between like-

minded business people.  

The current research found that the relationships between international business partners were not 

solely based on the profit motive or on expanding their businesses in other countries. This is evident from 

the major essences: “money is not the prime concern” is grounded in the Sri Lankan family values as they 

envision goodwill of their family members. What it means by “money is not the prime concern” in this 

study is that each participant believed that friendship is more valuable for them than instant profits, thus 

integrating family values into the business decision making process. All the participants have demonstrated 
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their self-satisfaction of having close family-based relationships with many of their international business 

partners as part of their day-to-day lives. Each one’s family members have visited their business partners in 

other countries at least once. Thus, relationship building is viewed as a part of their social life with family-

like businesses partners. These interviews raised another important factor that finding like-minded, family-

like business partners is not an easy process; it is crucial and rare. These participants frequently mentioned 

their mental satisfaction in having friends in other countries. As a result, in many cases, they were able to 

agree upon consistent and fair pricing that was beneficial to all the business partners in the relationship. 

These participants found that mutually agreeable prices ensured continuity of their businesses and mutual 

benefits, thus assuring the sustainability of international businesses.      

The other essence that “do the best, give the best, tell the truth” helped them to develop confidence 

and trusting relationships. The commitments to give the best, do the best, and be a good friend were some 

of the ethical practices thus observed within these participants. Such ethical behavior is seen as part of their 

commitment towards maintaining business relationships. Moreover, their personal values and ethics led to 

building strong bonding relationships between business partners and clients and it worked as the glue that 

led to commitment and trustworthy behavior. Commitment to supply quality goods in time with care were 

examples of such a behavior. These relationships formed important social capital among these business 

partners. Social capital refers to “features of social life—networks, norms, and trust—that enable 

participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives…social capital in short  refers to 

social connections and attendant norms and trust” (Putman, 1995, pp. 664-5). Eventually ethical 

relationships worked out as the means of business expansion and entering into new international markets, 

which is seen as the ultimate outcome of such relationships.   

My study findings show that social capital (trustworthy relations) thus formed between dyads was 

translated into their organizations in the form of economic returns by boosting their SBs through market 

expansion, innovations, product developments, augmenting resources, and establishing brand names. In the 

same vein, previous researchers support my findings that when harnessed, social capital generates 

economic returns (Coleman, 2000; Fukuyama, 1995; Halpern, 2005). Because of the established trust in 

relationships, common frames of reference and shared goals allow for better knowledge sharing within 

organizations.  There are also lower transaction costs (Piazza-Georgi, 2002) and a cooperative spirit both 
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within the organization and between the organizations with its customers, partners, shareholders and other 

external constituents. Piazza-Georgi further pointed out many advantages that social capital in 

organizations results in low turnover rates, reducing severance costs, hiring and training expenses, lower 

attrition rates, and maintaining valuable organizational knowledge.  

“Continued friendship means continued business” was the other essence thus identified in this 

study.  What this means is that continuity of friendship between dyads is viewed as a sign of continuity of 

their international business. Due to the strong psychological bond between business dyads, their actions 

show a cohesive pattern that leads to achieving common business goals. Their concern for maintenance of 

relationships can be seen through their personal behavioral factors such as commitment, reciprocity, 

hospitality, trustworthy and dependable actions, and caring nature towards each business dyads and 

organizational factors such as supplying products of high quality standard, timely actions, setting mutually 

beneficial prices and helping each other by sharing resources and knowledge.  Cohen and Prusak (2001) 

also found greater coherence of actions due to organization stability and shared understanding among 

business dyads.  This argument is further supported in the literature that “the greater the commitment of 

organization to a specific relationship, the greater the stability of that relationship and the greater the 

chance that the duration of the relationship will be longer” (Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998, p. 137; Wilson 

& Mummalaneni, 1988). It was their understanding that business relationships are determined partly by the 

appreciation and understanding that each country partner has of the other’s social and structural bonding 

requirements and expectations (Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998). 

This study found that losing a relationship was viewed as bad and a failure of business. What it 

meant to the participants was that continuity of their business relationship was considered as a way for their 

business success.  Among the many rewards highlighted as useful factors that ensured business success 

were partners helping one another in identifying new markets; expanding current markets; providing and 

sharing scarce resources; promoting marketing through word of mouth and giving references; engaging in 

familiarization visits; and acting as bonded business partners. In many instances, they stressed that where 

they did not have close relationships, their businesses failed due to cheating behaviors and non-payment of 

shipments. This study found that business relationships are important component entailing many positive 

attributes. 
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Williams, Han, and Qualls (1998) pointed out two forms of commitment towards business 

relationships. Commitment to organization is labeled as structural bonding, and commitment to a person 

through greater degree of interpersonal orientation is labeled as social bonding. That means both 

organizational factors and personal factors influence the outcome of business relationships and thereby 

business success. As mentioned above, this study also found similarities that both organizational and 

personal factors are important for better results of achieving business success.  

Those who found negative factors suggest that mixing friendship and business may create 

conflicts (Beatty et al., 1996; Haytko, 2004; Heide & Wathne, 2006; Krugman, 1958; Price, Arnould, & 

Tierney, 1995). They relate the negative factors to the individual’s role behavior using the role theory 

framework. Their argument was that role conflicts arise due to conflicting expectations in certain situations 

(Gross, Mason, & McEachern 1958; Kahn et al. 1964; Montgomery 1998; Walker, Churchill, & Ford 

1977). Those conflicts of role requirements result in doubts about partners (Heide & Wathne, 2006). Such 

conflicts also lead to cognitive or psychological strain and therefore friendship in business may not work 

(Cooke & Rousseau, 1984; O’Driscoll, Ilgen, & Hildreth, 1992; Sarbin & Allen 1968).  On the contrary, 

the present study suggests many positive factors of friendships with international business partners because 

all the participants expressed that they failed where they did not have close friendships. Further, the 

friendship is seen as a way of gaining deeper understanding and developing harmonies between business 

dyads, which lead to trustworthy business actions. The present study shows that interdependent 

relationships with cross-border business partners built based on deeper understanding between like-minded 

people who have mutually beneficial business goals can bring more positive rewards. By analyzing these 

results, I would like to raise a new research question: where to draw the line of relationships. The 

boundaries of business relationships may lead to ethical practices of each partner and this question may 

require further research to understand the boundaries and ethical practices of business relationships. In 

summary, this research shows that in the Sri Lankan business context, friendship in doing business was 

accepted as an important factor for survival and growth of their businesses in international markets.  

Initiating, building, and maintaining cross-national business relationships essentially requires 

certain competencies. The findings to question two summarize the relational competencies demonstrated by 

the participants. Those competencies were summarized into five major categories as acquiring and using 
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new knowledge, personality counts that helped them initiate, build and maintain close business 

relationships, skills, behaviors, and an adaptation of appropriate relational strategies. 

It is important to note that there were no definite boundaries set between different categories as 

they overlap and intertwine with each other category of competencies.  For example, skills and behavioral 

competencies have interrelationships to the personality traits and attributes. Knowledge, skills, personal 

traits, behavior, and the strategic competencies are intertwined and they act as reinforcing pillars of each 

others’ competencies. There is no specific pattern or degree of interrelationship of each competency as 

such; relationships are heavily dependent on situations and vary from person to person. For example, 

without knowledge and skills, the strategic competency may not generate much influence in international 

business relationships. In the same manner, without the knowledge, strategic, and behavioral competencies, 

international business relationships may not bring desired business success or sustainable business 

relationships.  

While some of the participants measured success of international business relationships in terms of 

market expansion, resource mobilization, pooling of resources, product development, and innovations 

through sharing knowledge and resources, other participants measured the outcome in terms of continuity 

of their businesses and family relationships. Overall, every one of the participants agreed that relationships 

were important components of internationalization of their businesses. To sustain international business 

relations, it was found that all the five categories of relational competencies are a necessity. Person-to-

person business relationships eventually lead to trust, which is seen as an important outcome that requires 

commitment, personalized services, and inner motivation to achieve excellence in business. It was found 

that these business relationships often become the glue that bonded partners together to do business in a 

way of long-lasting person-to-person business relationships.  

Another notable factor is that most research literature in cross-cultural relationships was biased 

towards communication as the sole competence of cross-cultural relationship building.  Thus, I hope these 

research findings will be useful for future researchers in carrying out further research to validate the 

findings of this research. 

The literature shows many complexities in defining, identifying, and setting the boundaries of 

relational competencies. For example, Wiseman and Hammer (1977) used a three-factor model of 
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intercultural competence: cognitive (knowledge), affective (feelings), and behavioral (skills) competencies. 

Wiseman and Hammer’s model did not include personality attributes and social relational aspects that lead 

to relationship building. Their model also assumed that relational activities are purely internal to 

individuals, thus ignoring strategies, environmental, and social aspects. Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) 

suggested three factors—knowledge, motivation, and skills—as cross-cultural competencies. Their model 

also did not support factors such as personal ethics, social identity, and relational aspects. Some researchers 

argued that relational competencies are behavioral skills, while some others argued that they are affective 

competencies (Hammer, Gudykunst, & Wiseman, 1978). Abe and Wiseman (1983) suggested that 

intercultural effectiveness is based on communicative competence. Within their major theme of 

communication competence, they emphasized that the ability to communicate interpersonally; the ability to 

adjust to different cultures; the ability to deal with different societal systems; the ability to establish 

interpersonal relationships; and the ability to understand others. 

The literature shows a range of cross-cultural relational competencies. Collier, Ribeau, and Hecht 

(1986) emphasized knowledge of rules as the sole competence in dealing with cross-cultural encounters.  

Wiseman (2001) highlighted mutual fulfillment of autonomy, intimacy needs, and mutual attraction, mutual 

trust, and relational network integration as relational competencies. Wiseman’s propositions seem biased 

towards individualistic perspectives rather than relational or collectivistic perspectives; he highlighted only 

individual satisfaction and individual fulfillment of needs as relational competencies. Collier, Ribeau, and 

Hecht or Wiseman did not discuss the middle ground between individualistic and collectivistic behavioral 

practices or social practices; they only viewed the individual’s self-satisfaction, autonomy, and needs as 

important factors of cross-cultural relationships.  Morgan and Hunt (1994) proposed trust and commitment 

as the underlying building blocks of international relationships. Here they referred to relational skills as a 

synonym for relational competencies. Huang et al. (2003) categorized business competencies into four 

broad areas: (a) conflict resolution; (b) relational; (c) cultural; and (d) commercial competencies. Among 

them, conflict resolution has been identified as the most important cross-cultural relationship competency 

compared to relational and commercial competencies. Earley and Mosakowski (2004) suggested that 

successful cross-cultural dyadic relationships require the development and nourishment of cognitive, 

motivational, and behavioral skills and capabilities.  
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The above examples illustrate the complex nature of defining and analyzing cross-cultural 

relationships. Though the current study found some similarities to some of the above-stated competency 

themes, it stands as a unique study that looked at international business relationship competencies from a 

holistic point of view and found that all five major categories of competencies were important to realize 

fruitful international business relationships within the framework of growing internationalization of small 

businesses. 

The most important finding of the current study is that developing international business 

relationships is a holistic process that requires all the competencies discussed under the five categories in 

chapter 4. Therefore, it needs a holistic approach to truly understand the unique competencies that facilitate 

international business success in terms of long-lasting relationships. Internationalization of small business 

depends not only on business skills, products, and relational strategies, but also on multiple capabilities of 

building long-lasting relationships within individuals, as highlighted in chapter 4. These relational 

competencies are intertwined and interdependent as they work in a holistic manner. For example, the 

knowledge competency includes varying shades of knowledge that have embedded characteristics that are 

essentially related to skills and strategic competencies. For instance, effective and efficient use of different 

types of knowledge in different degrees in different situations was seen as an important skill. Possessing 

only accumulated knowledge may not be sufficient without the skills to use such knowledge appropriately 

and strategically to achieve desired business goals. On the other hand, achieving business goals alone may 

not ensure the sustainability of an international business as it needs the glue which bonds and attracts other 

international business partners to pursue future business. Likewise, each relational competency is 

intertwined and interrelated to each other’s competence. These findings are in line with Friman et al.’s 

(2002) propositions that the successful international business relationships require not only the hard side 

(e.g. skills of financial issues, technology, and other operational issues) but also the soft side (e.g. inner 

human emotions). Friman et al. viewed relationships as important capital in international business success, 

thus confirming the usefulness of having close relationships with international business partners. All the 

participants agreed that their long period of experience in sustaining relationships with their business 

partners brought them many rewards. Their stories provide evidence that they have been successful in 

continuing international business with partners with whom they had close relationships, deeper 
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understanding, and trust. Wherever they did not have much knowledge and personalized relationships, they 

ended with frustration and termination of business deals. Based on past experience, all the participants 

believed that building relationships as a precondition and a remedial measure to avoid business pitfalls and 

deceptions.  

The current study revealed that the participants gained a deeper understanding of their business 

partners, based on their experience over time, by means of business transactions, personal and family visits, 

and regarding them as close friends rather than just treating them as business partners. Such close 

association between partners later developed into trusting relationships. This is why trust is listed as one of 

the strongest building blocks of successful international business. Gaining a deeper understanding is 

viewed an essential prerequisite for developing trust. In line with my findings, Shapiro et al.’s (2008) 

cultural sensitivity model and Friman et al.’s (2002) commitment-trust theory emphasized trust as the 

underlying bond between partners in relationship. According to their conclusions, trust is the basis of any 

type of interpersonal relationship; particularly, trust is considered a crucial factor in cross-cultural business 

contexts (Shapiro et al., 2008). Thus, relationship building has been viewed as a way of building trust 

which enhances positive contributions in internationalization of small business.  

In the literature, relationships are seen as filling the gap of resource insufficiency. Friman et al., 

for example, observed that insufficiency due to inability to “fulfill the market demand with their own 

resources and means” can be overcome through partner relationships (2002, p. 403).  They suggested that 

commitment, trust, shared values, and communication between partners were some of the key factors that 

affected maintenance of business-to-business intercultural relationships. They also noted that relationships 

help avoid fear of failure while generating opportunities such as increased profits. For some, relationships 

led to personal interest and satisfaction. While the findings of my study confirm many of these benefits to 

having close relationships with business partners, there were contrary findings as described in earlier 

sections. 

My research did further find that the quality of a relationship is measured in terms of the 

continuity of their business relationships by all the participants as they feel discontinuity of a relationship 

may affect their credibility negatively. Thus, they made an effort to keep their relationships in good 

standing by adhering to ethical practices. Rayner and Zhuang (2003) viewed trust, co-operation, 
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commitment, adaptation, satisfaction, and long-term orientation as the major indicators of quality aspect of 

a person-to-person relationship. Holmlund (2004) and Shapiro et al. (2008) measured the quality of a 

relationship by analyzing different interaction levels at different stages. Shapiro et al. (2008) related trust 

and international business relationships to different interaction levels between partners that ultimately 

linked to quality of relationships. In the same vein, the research participants demonstrated their concern for 

maintaining the quality of their business relationships by adopting a holistic approach to sustaining 

international business relationships. Thus, my study emphasizes quality in terms of adopting a holistic 

approach to relationships.   

The current study found that the managerial aspects of relationships are intertwined with each 

category of competence. Though there were no set rules on how to use knowledge, their managerial and 

intuitive capabilities facilitated using knowledge efficiently.  In the same vein, Bell, Crick, and Young 

(2004) suggested that the building of networks, strategic planning, product development, managerial and 

marketing aspects, learning about the domestic and international business partners behaviors of smaller 

firms are important components of internationalization of small business. This idea is further supported by 

Manolova, Brush, Edelman, and Greene (2002) referring to the usefulness of human capital in 

internationalizing small businesses. Human capital includes dimensions such as international business 

skills, international orientation, perceptions of the environment, and demographic characteristics. They 

emphasized that human capital of the owner/founder is important. Their study found that personal factors 

are intertwined with managerial capabilities in internationalization of small businesses. 

Another unique finding of the current study is that all the participants emphasized their personal 

and social identity as important factors in building confidence, especially within new international business 

partnerships. Each one of the participants worked hard to develop their personal and social identities as 

credible and responsible persons in their own society. In chapter 4, I discussed some of the efforts and key 

positions they held, but the use of social identity was not discussed in relation to small business relationship 

building in the previous literature.  Tajfel (1974) used the concept of social identity in relation to workplace 

motivation within internal employee groups in an organization. In contrast, in my study social identity and 

personal identity in business relationship building emerged as a new finding. All participants tried their best 

to maintain unblemished credibility through enhanced social identity, while their acceptance as credible 
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persons was considered a social skill; it was also part of their personal attributes interconnected to 

maintaining excellence in all aspects of their business as well as quality of relationships. Thus far, my 

findings have established that business relationships are essential components of internationalization of 

small businesses, and they need a holistic approach to reap the desired goals of international businesses.  

Individuals’ personal life philosophies and ethical behavior were found to be important factors for 

small business owner-managers that helped them in the formation and sustenance of their business 

relationships. Every one of the participants has a strong belief that such unique personal factors are critical, 

especially at the initial stage, to build confidence within newcomers to their businesses. Each participant 

made an effort to maintain an unblemished personal image, credibility, and social identity by engaging in 

credible activities in the society that they believed as important measures for expansion of their 

international businesses. Some examples were described in the chapter 4 in respective sections to show 

how these relationships become useful in small business internationalization. Boyatzis et al. (1996) found 

that there was a stronger association between person’s operating philosophy (philosophical orientation) and 

competencies. 

Participants believe that credibility is an important factor because it influences negotiating and 

contracting business. Friman et al. (2002) found that interpersonal factors such as involvement and 

credibility dominated exchanges of money and goods. They have found that in certain cases, business-to-

business relationships were initiated due to anticipated opportunities such as maximizing profits, while in 

other cases it was a personal interest in developing relationships. Hence opportunistic behavior cannot be 

the sole rationale in building relationships. Shared values with an open mind, honesty, integrity, respect, 

and trust were seen as important conditions for enhanced relationships.  Trust is seen as the critical 

antecedent to the commitment of continuing relationships (Friman et al., 2002). Trust is developed through 

social interactions. Among the participants, personal and family friendships would eventually become 

business relationships with enhanced commitment and trust (Friman et al.). 

Further, it is noteworthy that the smallness of their businesses was found to be a supportive factor 

in developing person-to-person relationships, because the owner was also the manager of those businesses. 

Decision-making power and the capabilities of the person who is in international business relationships 

were key highlights of the findings that made them successful in their business relationships. Ohmae 
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(1989), pointing to corporate managers, stated that greater competitive advantages can be gained through 

business relationships as firms are shifting away from the arm’s length, traditional buyer-seller transactions 

and seeking longer-term relationships based on mutual advantage and mutual survival. Ohmae suggested 

that relationships will be considered as a strategic resource similar to other resources such as products and 

technologies in future businesses. Relationships are also viewed as a way to cooperate with firms in order 

to compete and in some cases in order to survive by sharing risks and resources (Williams, Han, & Qualls, 

1998).    

The behavioral patterns of these participants are unique as they are intertwined with general social 

and cultural patterns that were considered part of systemic knowledge and national cultural factors. 

Culturally, these participants demonstrated their collaborative mindsets, friendship, and hospitable nature 

towards international people. Thus, it was observed that Sri Lankan social and cultural factors were 

intertwined in each participant’s behavior and inner personality traits. In addition, their unique personality 

traits, such as high concern for excellence, credibility, generosity, friendly nature, and minimal concern for 

profit-only motives, were also supporting factors for their success in international business relationships.  

Question three refers to research participants’ inner values that further enhanced their business 

relationships. It was found that all these participants value friendship while maintaining credibility of their 

business organizations as well as themselves over instant profits. It was their belief that dyadic friendships 

built based on deeper understanding are crucial for the success of their businesses as they help all parties 

develop win-win situations to prosper together. It was also their belief that friendships lead to loyalty, 

sincerity, and caring nature towards each party in the relationship.  

These findings show that not only personal factors (personality counts) but also national cultures 

play an important roles in shaping individual and organizational behavior that influences business 

relationship formation. The literature stated that “firms from the Asian-Pacific Rim are more likely to focus 

on establishing the social requirements of the relationship between the two organizations as a prerequisite 

for establishing and maintaining a business relationship” (Williams, Han, & Qualls, 1998, p. 135). Business 

relationship is viewed as an important precondition.  That means previous researchers also found similar 

findings that emphasize the necessity of business relationships in international business.  It is important to 

discuss what implications these research findings will have on theory, policy, and practice. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

 Based on the findings of this study, I argue that person-to-person business relationships are an 

important component of internationalizing small businesses as they can bring many positive results. The 

findings of this study not only lead to future empirical research but also have significant implications for 

theory, policy, and practices.   

 

Implications for Theory 

The research findings show that relationships between cross-border business partners and clients 

worked as bridges that connected business people in many different nations. Over time those relationships 

were transformed to bonding glue between business partners that resulted mutual gains and satisfaction 

while achieving success in their SBs. Bridging and bonding have been discussed as important elements of 

social capital theory that can benefit those who are in the relationship. Therefore, the findings of this study 

will have significant implications for social capital theory. Social capital theory can be considered a 

potential theory that not only generates human capital but also has greater influence in internationalization 

of small business. 

 With the rise of the network society and the informal economy, building social capital as a 

personal and organizational competence is more important than ever before. When social connections are 

strong and numerous, there is more trust, reciprocity, information flow, collective action, happiness, and 

wealth (Francois, 2002).  

Social capital has been discussed in relation to many social circumstances involving  

politics, democracy, and social networks. For example, Putnam (1995) relates social capital to connections 

among individuals’ social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. 

Fukuyama (1995) relates social capital to economic development. Trustworthiness is the key to 

development, because trustworthy individuals are not calculating; they are simply individuals who do what 

they promise to do, because they have promised it (Francois, 2002).  The core ides is that the network of 

formal and informal sociability fosters relations of trust and reciprocity. Trust and reciprocity are seen as 

important capital, which further produces many positive results.  
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Looking at social capital in firms and organizations is a relatively new idea (Cohen & Prusak, 

2001). There is the widely held view that social and economic outcomes of individuals, families and 

communities are better where there are higher levels of social capital. Because of the relative infancy of the 

application of social capital to business organizations, there is little research that can support or bring 

attention to the notion within business organizations. However, social capital is part of the fabric of 

organizational life, and the need to engage with it is growing. Those who are concerned with organizational 

development (such as Cohen and Prusak) argue that there has been significant acceptance of human capital 

but less of the social capital in organizations. 

According to Coleman (1990), family is the key institution through which social capital is 

transmitted. This is done through the investment of time and effort and the development of effective ties 

and guidelines about acceptable and unacceptable behaviors (Wright, Cullen & Miller, 2001). Social capital 

in the form of close ties to family, community, and organizations may generate benefits by raising utility 

and output thus reducing the cost of transacting business due to higher trust and enforceability of sanctions. 

Several studies have shown the impact of some aspects of social capital on the accumulation of human 

capital, which is an integral part of organizational success.   

The findings will be essential in the establishment and management of successful cross-national 

business relationships. Researchers point out many benefits of friendly business relationships. Friendship is 

discussed in network marketing organizations as they treat customers like best friends (Geller, 2006). Some 

research shows that many companies frequently try to capitalize on social relationships to achieve 

economic aims (Grayson, 2007). Some encourage their friends and family network to generate mew 

business directions (Broker, 2005; Huisken, 2005; Meagher, 2006). Many firms attempt to benefit by 

fostering word-of-mouth recommendations among friends (Hughes, 2005; McConnel & Huba, 2007; 

Sernovitz, 2006). These examples further emphasize the necessity of forming social capital to achieve 

business success. In the same vein, this study shows many positive effects of having trusting business 

relationships not only on business growth but also in personal and family lives. Mutual gains, expanded 

markets, enhanced innovations, augmenting resources, collaboration over competition, reciprocity, care, 

satisfaction, enjoyment, trust, social identity, personal and organizational credibility, and gaining new 

insights are a few examples. These findings direct researchers to carry out further research to increase our 
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understanding of positive and negative effects of social capital in internationalization of SBs. For example, 

this can be used for discovering and understanding new relationship concepts as well as for setting 

boundaries for analytical purposes that expand current knowledge aiming to discover new aspects of 

relationships. In this process, future research may lead to identifying new conceptual constructs of social 

capital theory that can be used in international business education or global economic development. 

 This study unveiled a new form of emerging international SBs through forming personalized 

family friendly relationships between owner-managers of respective business organizations. This will have 

implications for a new economic theory of foreign market entry. My argument is further supported by 

Ohmae (1999) that old economic theories no longer apply in the interlinked global economy. Everyone 

involved in business at every level, as well as every informed consumer, needs to understand the real 

economy of the interlinked world.  

My findings also have implications for management of similar international SBs. This study 

shows that initiation and formation of relationships require specific competencies. Personalized 

relationships occur in a natural process over time; however, if not managed properly, they will have 

negative implications. Many relationships were initiated through family friendships that most of these 

participants had before beginning their SBs. Some businesses created friendships while exporting and on 

the process of international market entry. All these cases revealed that development of cooperative 

relationships with customers, suppliers, or other business partners is critical because it needs care and 

diligent in the relationship development process. It is my belief that this research will also have 

implications on small business management processes and models. 

 
Implications for Policy 

 Promotion of international business relations as a way of internationalization of SBs can have 

implications on national and global economic policies. Small business internationalization is still a new 

phenomenon that requires stimulating policy measures to harvest best results. Policies should focus on 

facilitation and encouragement of close business relationships rather than control of cross-border business 

exchanges. Some of the potential aspects of policy measures are relevant to formation of international 

social and business networks, infrastructure and technological development, language and education, 
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opportunities for social interactions and mutual exchanges among business partners around the globe by 

way of providing more opportunities for international collaboration.  

This study shows that foreign market entry is the major stumbling block for small businesses. 

These research participants formed informal relationships mainly using relatives and friends who live in 

other countries. Conducive policy measures are still in demand to connect potential business partners 

around the globe. Therefore, viable policies that encourage small businesses to build cooperative 

relationships with customers, suppliers, or other business partners are critical for success. Entrepreneurs 

need to rely on different types of network ties in different cultures in order to discover promising 

opportunities effectively. Another important factor is related to the development of the relationship 

processes in terms of strategic fit between the potential partners. This is related to meeting potential 

business people in other countries. This study shows the importance of bridging ties to discover novel 

business opportunities around the globe. In this process, responsible authorities need to pay attention to 

pooling and providing resources. In the global economy today, people and goods need to flow freely 

anywhere in the world to harness scattered resources. Though there are opportunities for international 

travel, still many restrictions prevail. Favorable policies that facilitate network formation, free flow of 

information, knowledge exchanges, product and services require international consensus and policies. 

Collaborative actions between business organizations need to be encouraged through favorable 

international policies.  

Globalization requires new types of expertise that traditional organizations often lack. While 

technology has eliminated many barriers to globalization, many significant barriers still remain, particularly 

those involving people and the organizations we build around them (Beaman, 2002). It is important to 

provide appropriate infrastructure and technology to business communities on an affordable basis.  What 

should be done in societies where there is very little trust among the relevant actors or in societies where 

there is no form of social capital?  Beaman stated that to have a well established system of trust, there 

should be a fairly reasonable division of power between the actors who form part of these networks or there 

should be some kind of system of “checks and balances” that diminishes power differential between 

individuals so that there can be a reasonable level of cooperation and trust. In that way, more than a few 

people will benefit from the social network.  
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Most forms of social capital aim for public goods; however, the actors who generate social capital 

capture only a small part of its benefits (Fukuyama, 1999), which leads to under-investment in social 

capital. Fukuyama described the danger of not utilizing social capital properly: policy makers need to be 

aware that social capital, when associated with groups that have a narrow radius of trust, can produce 

negative externalities and be detrimental to the larger society. The area of greatest potential to generate 

social capital by a government is education. Educational institutions not only transmit human capital but 

pass on social capital in the form of social norms and rules. The countries therefore foster the creation of 

social capital by efficiently providing necessary public goods such as property rights and public safety. A 

stable and safe environment for public interaction and property rights is more likely to produce trusting and 

rational individuals. 

In today’s environment, globalization has been the bearer of capital, ideas and culture, especially 

in the developing countries. Although it threatens longstanding traditions and injures indigenous cultures, it 

also fosters new ideas, habits, and practices in its wake. Though many people can take advantage of the 

global communications and information revolution, still many SBs are behind this trend. There is evidence 

that historically small businesses were given less priority in internationalization efforts due to their 

smallness and the belief that small businesses cannot produce quality goods in larger quantities 

(Premaratne, 2002). My research findings present evidence to disprove this myth. Therefore, policies, 

especially in developing countries need to ensure the access to technology and communication as well as 

other facilities.  

As Ohmae (1999) suggested, both country and currency are important in promoting international 

business. Today’s exchange rates are much more volatile than they were a decade ago. Country specific 

currency markets can affect SBs in a greater degree.  It is natural that companies move deeply into the 

countries where they seek to neutralize the impact of currency and also protection. There is a need for 

organizations to establish close ties with their customers in existing and potential markets. Products should 

be developed accordingly. Research and development to foster innovations are also important policy 

measures that further strengthen business ties and sustainability.  
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Implications for Practice 

Building social capital is a human competence (Baker, 2001). Previous research shows that 70% 

of organizational learning takes place via informal networks and social interactions. Baker stated that the 

social capital built through sustainable friendships between individuals in organizations not only benefits in 

internationalizing their businesses but also in attracting and retaining good people within their 

organizations. This means developing human competence is crucial to achieve the best results.   

The current study’s findings show that all the participants developed relational competencies over 

time by way of trial and error because there are no programs that encourage SB owner-managers to develop 

cross-border relational competencies. The common trend in the past was that most cross-cultural research 

and educational programs focused on employees of large corporations. It is apparent that this study benefits 

practitioners in designing new educational programs for small business owner-managers, and for 

researchers this study serves as a ground for new research agenda at a global level. It can be replicated in 

other countries and regions so that in the future it can generate the interest and attention of major financial 

donors to carry out a global level study mobilizing practitioners and researchers of similar interests. 

Practitioners can use these results on a constant basis to develop educational programs.  

Though growing globalization demands higher level of intercultural competencies to adapt to the 

increasing ethnic diversity in organizations and across borders, there is little effort to design and implement 

appropriate training to develop cross-cultural awareness and required competencies among international 

small businesses.  Harris (2005), in line with my proposition, states that though there is training to improve 

efficiency of production, business management and so on, international knowledge management fails to 

connect to cultures and without proper cultural connections, it is difficult to build relationships for 

productive purposes. A lack of educational programs in this endeavor is an opportunity for educators to 

design new programs, especially for small businesses.  It requires not only culture-specific or culture-

general knowledge building competencies, but also enhancing human competence on how to integrate 

knowledge of countries and cultures into productions, marketing efforts, and international business 

exchanges to build and sustain in fruitful business relationships. 

The lack of cross-cultural awareness becomes an obstacle to internationalization of small 

businesses. For example, my previous research found that Minnesota small business people have little 
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understanding of doing business with Sri Lanka, while Sri Lankans do not have knowledge about 

marketing opportunities or business contacts or knowledge about Minnesota. In that study, both groups 

expressed their desire to create relationships with international partners. The current study also found 

similar concerns in educational opportunities. Designing business-specific and country-specific cross-

cultural training was identified as urgent need for small business communities. By organizing international 

educational programs, these communities can build networks among globally scattered successful small 

business owner-managers. Such a network of participants can lead to the development of the field not only 

in practice but also in serving as future research participants.   

 
CONCLUSIONS 

In this research, I attempted to generate new knowledge of a timely and important yet neglected 

topic of cross-national business relationships, addressing three research questions using a qualitative case 

study method. The overall findings emphasize that cross-national business relationships in the Sri Lankan 

context are viewed as an important component as they opened up many opportunities that helped the 

participants to successfully internationalize their small businesses. In conclusion, the review of literature 

and the findings of the current study support the argument that to gain greater mutual advantage and to 

ensure mutual survival in the current global economic environment, small business firms are now shifting 

away from their typical method of the arms-length traditional buyer-seller transactions, seeking to establish 

longer-term close business relationships with their international business partners. The major characteristic 

of business relationships is that those business relationships between SB owner-managers are like a family. 

Individuals’ family values are integrated into business relationships and to their organizations that ensures 

care and attention to achieve excellence in all business transactions.   

This study also emphasizes the need for relational competency development. These research 

participants sharpened their cross-border relational competencies by trial and error over time due to the 

non-availability of supporting policies and practices. For these participants, it has been a lifetime effort to 

reap fruits of family-like business relationships. The findings demonstrate that small businesses are equally 

competent to carry out international business, and therefore, the need the support and attention of 

responsible governments and agencies to help them. This study emphasizes the need for effective policies 
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and practical measures to encourage, prepare, and support SBs to connect with potential businesses, people, 

and markets around the world.  Small business internationalization is still a new topic that needs more 

research to provide evidence-based ground for theorists, policy makers, and practitioners for further 

actions. 

It is my hope that this research will open new research opportunities for adult educators, cross-

cultural business educators, and human resource development practitioners that will enable them to design 

suitable educational programs to sharpen individuals’ relational competencies.  New research in different 

countries needs to be conducted to identify how to bridge and bond business partners to carry out mutually 

beneficial joint businesses. The findings show that cross-national business relationship competencies need 

to be viewed holistically as those competencies are intertwined and interrelated.  New educational 

programs need to incorporate curriculums that can enhance international business relationship 

competencies. I conclude that this is the first study that used in-depth qualitative case study research 

method and a phenomenological approach to thematic analysis of the stories of the successful award wining 

small business owner-managers. This can be used to develop new programs for small business owner-

managers while laying a foundation for a future theory of international business relationships while 

assessing the potential use of social capital theory in internationalization of small businesses.  
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Appendix: A 
Characteristics of the Research Participants 

 
Research 
participant  
 

Age 
category 

Gender 
 

Educational 
background  

Number of 
years in 
internation
al business 

Ownership Type of exports 
products/services 
 

Busine
ss size 
by 
emplo
yment   

Number of 
awards won as 
the best 
entrepreneur 
in Sri Lanka 
and in the 
world 

Mrs. J  70-80 Female Upper 
secondary 
and 
vocational 
and technical 
training  

Above 40 
years  

Initiated by 
Self 

Herbal beauty care 
products 
Currently has more 
than 100 different 
varieties of 
products for 
exports 

 < 500 
emplo
yees 

More than 20 awards 
as the best woman 
entrepreneur,  the 
world’s best woman 
entrepreneur/excellen
ce 
/innovati
on 
  

Ms. N 50-60 Female Postgraduate 
degree in UK 
and USA 

Above 25 
years 

Continuation 
of  family 
business 

International travel 
services  

< 100 
emplo
yees 

Two awards as the 
best  
woman 
entrepreneur 
 
 

Mrs. K 60-70 Female Upper 
secondary 
education  

Above 20 
years 

Initiated by 
self  

Textile and woven 
products  

 <100 
emplo
yees 

Three awards as the 
best entrepreneur, the 
world’s best woman 
entrepreneur, and 
leading woman 
entrepreneur in 2003.  

Mrs. R 50-60 Female Upper 
secondary 
education 
and 
vocational 
training 

Above 20 
years 

Initiated by 
self  

Textile garments >500 
emplo
yees 
in 
2007 
increas
ed # of 
emplo
yees  
to 
3000 

More than 
five  awards 
as the best 
entrepreneur  

Mrs. M 60-70 Female Graduate UK Above 38 
years 

Initiated by 
self 

Jewelry 
manufacturing and 
marketing 

 <100 More than five 
awards as the 
best 
entrepreneur of 
the year, merit 
award for the 
best presented 
stall in a trade 
fair in the USA 

Mr. BK 50-60 Male Post graduate 
education 

Above 30 
years 

Initiated by 
self 

Batiks and arts  <250 Three awards as 
the  best 
entrepreneur, the 
best exporter  
and the best 
producer award 

Dr. F 50-60 Male Post graduate 
education 

Above 20 
years  

Share holder/ 
manager 

Upholstery and 
related products  

< 500  Best exporter 
award and the 
best quality 
award 

Mr. L 
 
 
 

50-60 Male Post graduate 
education 

Above 20 
years 

Initiated by 
self 

Food and related 
products. Has more 
than 100 varieties 

< 250 Three awards as the 
best entrepreneur 
/quality /innovation 
awards 

Mr. N 50-60 Male Graduate 
level  

Above 20 
years  

Initiated by 
self 

Geo-textiles <250 Best entrepreneur 
award 
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Mr. R 50-60 Male Graduate 
level 

Above 15 
years 

Initiated by 
self 

Jewelry  <100 Best exporter 
award 
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 Appendix B  
 

MAP OF SRI LANKA 
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Appendix C 
 
Contextual Background of Sri Lankan Social, Cultural, and Business Environment 

 
The surrounding socio-cultural environment is useful in understanding human behavior because a 

person and the environment are co-constituted and therefore cannot be separated from one another (Kim, 

2002; Markus et al., 1997). Each person’s psychological processes and structures are influenced by their 

social, cultural and surrounding environments (Kim, 2002). Consequently, this section briefly describes the 

geographic, social, and cultural environment surrounding the case participants.  

Sri Lanka, which is located below South India in the South Asian region, has a total population of 

20 million (see the map in Appendix B). Table 4.1 provides a snapshot view of the economic and social 

environment.  Sri Lanka’s 96% literacy rate (much higher than its neighboring nations) and its multicultural 

environment are some of the factors favorable for international businesses. Participants have had exposure 

to multi-ethnic socio-cultural environments in their immediate community, because the Sri Lankan 

population consists of several ethnic groups as given below.  

Table 3.1 Sri Lanka Population, Economic, and Business Statistics  

Description Sri Lanka 
Total population 20,222,240 
Per capita annual income (2005) $ 4,300 
Ethnic groups  Sinhalese 74%, Tamil 18%, Moor 7%, Others 1% 
Unemployment rate (2006) 8.4% 
Poverty rate  22% 
Small businesses (2003/2004)1 121,426 
Medium and large industries (2003/2004) 9,961 
Exports (2005) $ 6442 billion 
Major exports Textiles & apparel, tea, diamonds, coconut products, 

petroleum products 
Export partners US 32.4%, UK 13.5%, India 6.8%, Germany 4.8% 

(2004) 
Imports (2005) $ 837 billion FOB2 
HDI rank (2006) 933 
Business survival index rank NA 
Internet users  280,000 (2005) 

Source: World Fact Book 4 2006, Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka  

                                                 
1 Department of Census and Statistics retrieved on May 14 2006 from 
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/industry/tables-%20Listing%20Industrial.pdf 
2 World Facts Book, 2006  
3 Human Development Report. Retrieved on August 20, 2006 from 
http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2005/pdf/HDR05_HDI.pdf 
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Socio-Cultural Environment 

Since there is no specific study that distinguishes fine differences in Sri Lankan culture, I used 

Hofstede’s (2001) classifications of national cultural differences in creating background knowledge about 

the culture specific behaviors of Sri Lankan business people. According to Hofstede’s research, South 

Asian countries are classified as high context cultures that have hierarchical social systems and 

collectivistic relationship behavior. Because Sri Lanka is also a part of South Asia, it is assumed that it has 

cultural characteristics similar to those of its neighbor—India. Sri Lankans generally are considered as a 

friendly and hospitable people as they appreciate other cultures and are open to creating relationships and 

business encounters. Social recognition (identity) and credibility are valued in all their endeavors, and this 

factor has been observed in many instances of participants’ life stories.  

Business Environment 

Sri Lankan small businesses have a more than one hundred year-old history of doing international 

business that has been continuously growing. An example is a furniture business called the Don Carolis 

Company, which got its first export order from Australia in 1860. It is remarkable that this business has 

been continuing its international business for nearly five generations with a positive growth. Moreover, 

with today’s globalization trend, Sri Lanka’s international businesses can be seen in many different forms. 

There are international buyer-seller partnerships, joint ventures, strategic alliances, networking 

organizations, and corporate businesses.   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
4 World Fact book. Retrieved on August 20, 2006 from 
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ce.html#People 
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The IRB: Human Subjects Committee determined that the referenced study is exempt from review under 
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