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Abstract

In recent years, the Australian government has opened the Australian economy to the global
marketplace through tariff reductions and the establishment of free trade agreements with
other countries. The ability of the Australian economy to benefit from these agreements is
dependent on Australian businesses identifying international opportunities and exploiting
their competitive advantage in the international marketplace. However, the family business
literature suggests that complexities unique to family firms limit their ability take advantage
of such opportunities and grow internationally. To date, the limited empirical testing of such
claims has produced conflicting results. As a consequence, little is known about the
international behaviour of family firms, what influences such behaviour and what effect

internationalisation has on the owning family and the business.

This study addresses this gap in the literature by using a mixed research method design.
Using the quantitative analysis of small-to-medium-sized family-owned enterprises
(SMFEs) contained within the most recently available longitudinal database of Australian
businesses and the qualitative analysis of eight SMFEs, the internationalisation process of

SMEFEs in the manufacturing sector was examined.

The findings of this study suggest that, compared to their non-family counterparts,
Australian SMFEs are less likely to venture into the international marketplace. Furthermore,
those that do, do so to a lesser degree when compared to non-SMFEs. Although the
internationalisation behaviour of most SMFEs was similar to that of traditional international
firms, some exhibited ‘born-again’ global internationalisation behaviour as a result of
critical events within the firm. These included succession to the next generation and the
appointment of non-family managers with the requisite expertise. The internationalisation
of SMFEs was dependent on their ability to configure their resources to create globally
relevant capabilities, and their willingness to exploit those capabilities in the international
marketplace. In addition to the family’s commitment to internationalisation, the production
capabilities, international network relationships and overcoming a ‘production mindset’ to
build the requisite managerial and marketing capabilities were all found to be critical to the
international growth of SMFEs. An SMFE’s financial and human resources were found to
have a substantial influence over their ability to build the organisational capabilities and

international network relationships required for internationalisation.

Vi



Compared to solely focusing on the domestic marketplace, there were some financial
benefits to be gained by SMFEs in venturing overseas. However the extent to which they
did so had no observable effect on financial performance. Overall, the financial benefits
gained from internationalisation were dependent on having a long-term commitment to, and
possessing the managerial capabilities required for, internationalisation. The changes
brought about by internationalisation improved the overall competitiveness of SMFEs,
enabling them to successfully compete with their domestic and international competitors.
However, internationalisation was found to place substantial strain on the family unit,
particularly when the firm had limited managerial capabilities, and was often a trigger for
conflict within the family and the business. The implications of this study’s findings for

SMFEs, policy and future research are explored in the thesis.
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