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Abstract 

The global marketplace has become highly integrated, and global competition is increasingly 

intense and dynamic. To be successful in this competitive and hostile environment, 

international firms must be able to foster and maintain successful cross-border inter-firm 

relationships. At the same time, service exports have remarkably emerged as a crucial 

component of international trade, underpinning the future growth and prosperity of national 

economies worldwide. Yet scholars and business practitioners alike have recognised the 

significant paucity of research on the performance of service exporters. Similarly, despite the 

recent growth in research interests in international relationship marketing, theoretical 

development in this area has failed to keep pace with the increase in both volume and 

magnitude of inter-organisational transactions across national borders. 

This study addressed the key research question of “What are the key factors driving the 

export performance of service firms?”, based on an integrated theoretical foundation 

comprising the resource-based view of the firm, transaction cost economics, and the 

relational exchange theory. The study took into account the potential role of: (1) 

organisational characteristics, (2) market characteristics, and (3) the governance mechanisms 

deployed by service firms in their management of cross-border relationships with their 

business clients.  

A multi-method research design was utilised for this research, including two main studies. An 

exploratory study was first conducted, involving 10 in-depth interviews with service 

exporters in South Australia. Drawing from the outcomes of the exploratory study and a 

review of the international services marketing and international relationship marketing 

literature, the researcher proposed a conceptual framework and a set of testable hypotheses. 

These hypotheses were then tested in the second research phase, in which the researcher 
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conducted a self-administered mail survey, utilising both postal and online means. An 

effective response rate of 32.77%, or 254 usable responses, allowed the researcher to further 

analyse the data using the principles of structural equation modelling in AMOS. Thereby, the 

researcher identified 17 pairs of significant relationships between the variables. 

The research findings show that the performance of an export venture of a service firm is 

directly influenced by the size of the firm, their export experience, their managerial 

commitment, and the performance of the relationship with a major overseas client. Such 

relationship performance is determined by both contractual-based governance, including 

contractual complexity and contractual explicitness, and relational-based governance, a 

higher-order factor incorporating relationship trust, relationship commitment, information 

exchange, relationship flexibility and relationship harmony. In turn, these governance 

mechanisms are determined by various organisational and market characteristics. Whilst firm 

size, resource commitment, and assistance programs by home government influence the level 

of contractual complexity, contractual explicitness is determined by management 

commitment, competitive intensity, and the favourability of host government policies. 

Furthermore, relational-based governance is driven by the export experience of the firms, 

their managerial commitment, and the favourability of host government policies. 

The study contributes to advancing the scant international services marketing literature and 

draws further research attention to the international relationship marketing paradigm. With 

regards to international business practice, the study provides service exporters with an 

understanding on the potential role of organisational characteristics and market characteristics 

in their exporting success. Finally, a successful management of cross-border relationship 

management and governance mechanisms will also lead them to superior export performance. 

 

  



    
 

iv  
 

Acknowledgement 

 
 
 
 

In 1989, a couple of secondary school teachers, who are to this day still residing in a remote 

village in the Mekong Delta, Southern Vietnam, sent their eldest son to the city centre, 

hoping he would have a better education, a better future. The teary boy was 7 years old. Some 

20 years later, he is days from submitting his PhD dissertation… It has been a lot of hard 

work, self-discipline, dedication, and a very steep learning curve. I have been so fortunate… 

I hold a deepest gratitude to my wonderful supervisor, Professor Pascale Quester. You have 

always been there along the way, constantly motivating me to excel, to “sit back, relax, and 

enjoy the process”. You have inspired me with your overwhelming patience, your wealth of 

expertise, and a tremendous amount of enthusiasm. I cannot thank you enough for your 

understanding, your kindness, and all the time you spent on listening to my frustration and 

personal rambling. I have had so much pleasure working with you, learning from you, and 

seeing myself grow, personally and professionally. The research would not have sailed this 

smoothly without your generous support, your most constructive and instantaneous feedback, 

as well as your prompt responses to every single inquiry that I have ever had. It has been an 

utmost honour, Pascale, as this most challenging yet enjoyable and worthwhile experience 

will have never been the same without you. You are a legend. 

Adjunct Associate Professor Amal Karunaratna and Dr Chris Medlin have also provided me 

with their invaluable insights and comments on this project. Thank you so much. I am 

grateful for your concerns, thought-provoking ideas, the laughs, and the many stimulating 

discussions and meaningful conversations over the years.  

I would like to thank all respondents partaking in this research, including the ten executives 

in the qualitative study, and the 254 service firms in Australia in the quantitative study. Your 

time and input, plus several private notes and emails of encouragement, have made this 

dissertation possible. Further, this dissertation has been generously sponsored by the 

University of Adelaide Business School (special thanks to Associate Professor Barry Burgan, 

Dr Jean Canil, and Professor Lee Parker). I am also grateful for the conference travel 



    
 

v  
 

stipends, research awards, and the extra funding for research/education costs from the 

University of Adelaide Alumni Office, the Exporters‟ Club North West Adelaide (particularly 

Mr Bob Shepard), the American Marketing Association Services Special Interest Group, the 

Institute for the Study of Business Markets at Pennsylvania State University, the Australian 

and New Zealand Marketing Academy, and the Academy of International Business.   

To Dr Roberta Veale, Dr Carolin Plewa, Dr Sally Rao Hill, Dr Cullen Habel, Dr Steve 

Goodman, Claire Sherman and Damien Arthur in the Marketing Discipline, thank you for 

having taken such good care of me and for your support throughout. The professional staff, 

Marziah Zarazillah, Shyama Jayawardena, Toni Kennedy, Leanne Bache, Lydia 

Tarnowskyj, and Jason George, have all gone beyond their call of duty to help me overcome 

a lot of hurdles during the research process. 

I am privileged to have found terrific friendships with my fellow PhD students, especially Dr 

Giselle Rampersad, and Dr Charles Bal. Your fun-loving yet hard-working attitude, your 

humour and your kind-heartedness have definitely brightened up this journey. Another 

highlight is the fond memories with the future Dr Brett Scholz, whose presence, company and 

amazing personality have added the most awesome touch into the final PhD days. Thank you 

so much, Brett, for having spent your research time and your weekend meticulously reading 

the final version of this dissertation. I promise I shall reciprocate when the time comes. 

Over the past three and a half years, my beloved sister Tham has been one of the major forces 

that kept me focused and striving on. Thank you Tham, for all your assistance with the data 

collection and data entry, as well as the tasty meals and all the dish-washing! Ben McCarthy 

must also be thanked, for his proofreading of this dissertation from the perspective of an 

economist. To my brother Quang, my cousin Trang, my aunt and her family, my personal 

friends and the new friends I met at several Doctoral consortia, I sincerely appreciate your 

blessing and motivation.    

The picture at the beginning of this statement was some writing in a little notebook given to 

me by my parents, who have never stopped having faith in me since the day I was born. The 

rhymes say that a rooster (my year of birth) is crowing his sunrise song… that being away 

from his parents has allowed him to go places and become successful. This dissertation is 

dedicated to ba and mẹ, for their tireless love and endless support, for their hope and tears, 

for their amazing strength and insurmountable will and, most simply, for being our parents. 

http://www.adelaide.edu.au/phonebook/?dsn=directory.phonebook;id=164200;m=view


    
 

vi  
 

Table of Contents 

Statement of Declaration .......................................................................................................... i 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgement ................................................................................................................... iv 

Table of Contents .................................................................................................................... vi 

List of Tables ........................................................................................................................... xi 

List of Figures ....................................................................................................................... xiii 

Chapter One: Introduction ..................................................................................................... 1 

1.1. Background to the Research ........................................................................................ 1 

1.2. Research Question ....................................................................................................... 2 

1.3. Importance of the Study .............................................................................................. 3 

1.3.1. Academic importance of the current research ..................................................... 3 

1.3.2. Managerial importance of the current research ................................................... 4 

1.4. Research Scope ........................................................................................................... 5 

1.4.1. Industries to be researched ................................................................................... 5 

1.4.2. Unit of analysis .................................................................................................... 5 

1.5. Research Methodology ................................................................................................ 6 

1.5.1. Qualitative research ............................................................................................. 6 

1.5.2. Quantitative research ........................................................................................... 7 

1.6. Contributions of the Study .......................................................................................... 8 

1.6.1. Theoretical contributions ..................................................................................... 8 

1.6.2. Practical contributions to business practice ....................................................... 10 

1.7. Thesis Structure ......................................................................................................... 11 

Chapter Two: The Service Economy ................................................................................... 15 

2.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................... 15 

2.2. Service Definition and Characteristics ...................................................................... 16 

2.3. International Services ................................................................................................ 20 

2.3.1. Definition of international services .................................................................... 21 

2.3.2. Global service exports........................................................................................ 24 

2.3.3. Australian service exports .................................................................................. 29 

2.4. International Services Marketing Research............................................................... 33 

2.4.1. The international services marketing literature .................................................. 33 

2.4.2. The service export performance literature ......................................................... 36 



    
 

vii  
 

2.4.2.1. Behaviours of service-oriented exporters versus product-oriented exporters ..... 36 

2.4.2.2. Recent service export performance research ...................................................... 38 

2.5. Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................... 41 

Chapter Three: International Relationship Marketing ..................................................... 44 

3.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................... 44 

3.2. Relationship Marketing ............................................................................................. 46 

3.3. International Relationship Marketing........................................................................ 49 

3.4. Review of Recent IRM Literature ............................................................................. 52 

3.5. Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................... 70 

Chapter Four: Theoretical Foundation ............................................................................... 71 

4.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................... 71 

4.2. Resource-Based View of the Firm ............................................................................ 72 

4.3. Transaction Cost Economics ..................................................................................... 74 

4.4. Relational Exchange Theory ..................................................................................... 78 

4.5. Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................... 82 

Chapter Five: Qualitative Research, Model and Hypothesis Development ..................... 83 

5.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................... 83 

5.2. Overall Research Design ........................................................................................... 84 

5.2.1. Research phase one: Conceptual development .................................................. 85 

5.2.2. Research phase two: Exploratory research ........................................................ 87 

5.2.3. Research phase three: Descriptive and causal research ..................................... 88 

5.3. Qualitative Research Method .................................................................................... 91 

5.3.1. In-depth Interviews ............................................................................................ 91 

5.3.2. Sampling ............................................................................................................ 92 

5.3.3. Research procedure ............................................................................................ 93 

5.4. Exploratory Research Outcomes ............................................................................... 96 

5.4.1. Service export performance ............................................................................... 96 

5.4.2. Successful B2B relationships ............................................................................. 98 

5.4.3. Nature of cross-border inter-firm relationships ............................................... 100 

5.4.3.1.  Contractual-based governance ..................................................................... 102 

5.4.3.2.  Relational-based governance........................................................................ 105 

5.4.4. Organisational drivers ...................................................................................... 111 

5.4.4.1.  Management commitment ............................................................................ 111 

5.4.4.2.  Resource commitment .................................................................................. 113 



    
 

viii  
 

5.4.4.3.  Export experience ......................................................................................... 115 

5.4.4.4.  Firm size ....................................................................................................... 116 

5.4.5. Market drivers .................................................................................................. 118 

5.4.5.1.  Home government assistance ....................................................................... 118 

5.4.5.2.  Host government policies ............................................................................. 120 

5.4.5.3.  Competitive intensity ................................................................................... 122 

5.5. Model and research propositions............................................................................. 124 

5.6. Chapter Summary .................................................................................................... 127 

Chapter Six: Quantitative Study ........................................................................................ 130 

6.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................. 130 

6.2. Data Collection Method .......................................................................................... 131 

6.2.1. Mail survey ...................................................................................................... 132 

6.2.2. Benefits of online survey ................................................................................. 134 

6.3. Questionnaire Development Process ....................................................................... 136 

6.3.1. Verify information objectives and data collection method .............................. 137 

6.3.2. Operationalisation of constructs ...................................................................... 137 

6.3.2.1. Export performance .......................................................................................... 138 

6.3.2.2. Relationship performance ................................................................................. 140 

6.3.2.3. Contractual-based governance .......................................................................... 141 

6.3.2.4. Relational-based governance ............................................................................ 142 

6.3.2.5. Management commitment ................................................................................ 147 

6.3.2.6. Resource commitment ...................................................................................... 148 

6.3.2.7. Export experience ............................................................................................. 148 

6.3.2.8. Firm size............................................................................................................ 150 

6.3.2.9. Home government assistance ............................................................................ 150 

6.3.2.10. Host government policies ............................................................................... 151 

6.3.2.11. Competitive intensity ...................................................................................... 152 

6.3.3. Drafting of questionnaire ................................................................................. 153 

6.3.4. Review and pre-test of questionnaire ............................................................... 156 

6.3.5. Final review and implementation of questionnaire .......................................... 157 

6.4. Sampling.................................................................................................................. 157 

6.4.1. Sampling frame ................................................................................................ 158 

6.4.2. Sampling procedure ......................................................................................... 158 

6.4.2.1 Key informant approach .................................................................................... 159 



    
 

ix  
 

6.4.2.2. Data collection steps ......................................................................................... 160 

6.4.2.3. Unit of analysis ................................................................................................. 162 

6.4.3. Sample profile .................................................................................................. 163 

6.4.4. Assessment of non-response bias ..................................................................... 168 

6.5. Chapter Summary .................................................................................................... 169 

Chapter Seven: Data Analysis and Research Results ....................................................... 170 

7.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................. 170 

7.2. Data Preparation ...................................................................................................... 171 

7.3. Test for Normality of Individual Items ................................................................... 171 

7.4. Development of One-Factor Congeneric Models ................................................... 176 

7.4.1. Export performance ......................................................................................... 180 

7.4.2. Relationship performance ................................................................................ 181 

7.4.3. Contractual-based governance ......................................................................... 183 

7.4.4. Relational-based governance ........................................................................... 185 

7.4.4.1. First order CFA ................................................................................................. 186 

7.4.4.2. Second order CFA of relational-based governance .......................................... 191 

7.4.5. Management commitment ............................................................................... 193 

7.4.6. Resource commitment ..................................................................................... 193 

7.4.7. Export experience ............................................................................................ 194 

7.4.8. Home government assistance ........................................................................... 195 

7.4.9. Host government policies ................................................................................ 196 

7.4.10. Competitive intensity ................................................................................... 197 

7.5. Test for Normality of New Constructs .................................................................... 198 

7.6. Test of Outliers ........................................................................................................ 200 

7.7. Construct Validity ................................................................................................... 201 

7.7.1. Convergent Validity ......................................................................................... 201 

7.7.1.1. Factor loadings and SMC values .................................................................. 202 

7.7.1.2. Critical ratios ................................................................................................ 202 

7.7.1.3. Coefficient alphas ......................................................................................... 202 

7.7.1.4. Composite reliability ......................................................................................... 203 

7.7.2. Discriminant Validity....................................................................................... 203 

7.8. Determinants of Service Export Performance ......................................................... 211 

7.8.1. Assessment of hypothesised model ................................................................. 211 

7.8.1.1. Assessment of model fit ............................................................................... 211 



    
 

x  
 

7.8.1.2. Hypothesised paths of relationships ............................................................. 211 

7.8.2. Model re-specification ..................................................................................... 222 

7.9. Chapter Summary .................................................................................................... 227 

Chapter Eight: Discussion of Research Results and Conclusion..................................... 229 

8.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................. 229 

8.2. Research Objectives ................................................................................................ 230 

8.3. Determinants of Service Export Success ................................................................ 231 

8.3.1. Organisational drivers .......................................................................................... 231 

8.3.1.1. Firm size ....................................................................................................... 232 

8.3.1.2. Resource commitment .................................................................................. 232 

8.3.1.3. Export experience ......................................................................................... 233 

8.3.1.4. Management commitment ............................................................................ 234 

8.3.2. Market drivers...................................................................................................... 235 

8.3.2.1. Competitive intensity ................................................................................... 235 

8.3.2.2. Home government assistance ....................................................................... 235 

8.3.2.3. Host government policies ............................................................................. 236 

8.3.3. Contractual-based governance ............................................................................. 237 

8.3.4. Relational-based governance ............................................................................... 238 

8.3.5. Relationship performance .................................................................................... 239 

8.4. Contributions of the Study ...................................................................................... 240 

8.5. Implications for Business Practice .......................................................................... 242 

8.6. Limitations of the Study .......................................................................................... 249 

8.7. Directions for Future Research ............................................................................... 250 

8.8. Concluding Remarks ............................................................................................... 252 

Bibliography ......................................................................................................................... 253 

Appendices ............................................................................................................................ 304 

Appendix 1: Research Brief before In-depth Interviews ................................................... 305 

Appendix 2: Sponsorship Agreement with the Exporters‟ Club for Pilot Study ............... 307 

Appendix 3: Email Invitation............................................................................................. 309 

Appendix 4: Cover Letter for Questionnaire ..................................................................... 311 

Appendix 5: Questionnaire ................................................................................................ 313 

Appendix 6: Test for Non-Response Bias ......................................................................... 321 

Appendix 7: Normal Probability Plots ............................................................................... 323 

Appendix 8: Item-to-Total Correlation Matrices ............................................................... 328 



    
 

xi  
 

 List of Tables 

 

Table 2.1: Unique services features and resulting marketing problems .................................. 18 

Table 2.2: Modes of international service delivery ................................................................. 23 

Table 2.3: World‟s top service exporters in 2007 .................................................................... 27 

Table 2.4: Services exporters by export values, 2006-2007, in millions AUD ....................... 32 

Table 2.5: International services marketing research 1998-2009 ............................................ 35 

Table 2.6: Studies on export performance of service firms ..................................................... 42 

Table 3.1: IRM studies on cross-border buyer-seller relationships ......................................... 55 

Table 5.1: Characteristics of interviewees ............................................................................... 93 

Table 5.2: Interview protocol ................................................................................................... 95 

Table 5.3: Research hypotheses ............................................................................................. 128 

Table 6.1: OECD internet penetration rate by business size in 2007 .................................... 136 

Table 6.2: Questionnaire structure and content ..................................................................... 155 

Table 7.1: Descriptive statistics of measurement items ......................................................... 173 

Table 7.2: Summary of fit indices.......................................................................................... 179 

Table 7.3: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Export Performance ........................... 180 

Table 7.4: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Relationship Performance ................. 182 

Table 7.5: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Contractual Complexity .................... 183 

Table 7.6: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Contractual Explicitness .................... 185 

Table 7.7: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Relationship Trust ............................. 186 

Table 7.8: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Relationship Commitment ................. 187 

Table 7.9: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Information Exchange ....................... 188 

Table 7.10: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Relationship Flexibility ................... 190 

Table 7.11: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Relationship Harmony ..................... 190 



    
 

xii  
 

Table 7.12: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Management Commitment .............. 193 

Table 7.13: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Resource Commitment .................... 194 

Table 7.14: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Export Experience ........................... 195 

Table 7.15: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Home Government Assistance ........ 196 

Table 7.16: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Host Government Policies ............... 197 

Table 7.17: Assessment of the hypothesised model of Competitive Intensity ...................... 198 

Table 7.18: Descriptive statistics of variables ....................................................................... 200 

Table 7.19: Reliability checks for all hypothesised constructs .............................................. 205 

Table 7.20: Correlation matrix ............................................................................................... 208 

Table 7.21: Assessment of discriminant validity (SC < AVE) .............................................. 209 

Table 7.22: Hypothesis testing results ................................................................................... 218 

Table 7.23: Variances of exogenous variables ...................................................................... 220 

Table 7.24: Correlations among exogenous variables ........................................................... 221 

Table 7.25: Covariances of exogenous variables ................................................................... 222 

Table 7.26: Parameter estimates ............................................................................................ 225 

Table 7.27: Variances of exogenous variables ...................................................................... 225 

Table 7.28: Correlations among exogenous variables ........................................................... 226 

Table 7.29: Covariances of exogenous variables ................................................................... 227 

 

 

  



    
 

xiii  
 

List of Figures 

Figure 1.1: Thesis structure...................................................................................................... 14 

Figure 2.1: Service exports value 1997-2007 in billions USD ................................................ 25 

Figure 2.2: Geographic concentration of world trade in services 2007 ................................... 26 

Figure 2.3: Value of service exports by economic groupings 2007, in millions USD ............ 28 

Figure 2.4: World exports of other commercial services in 2006, in billions USD ................ 28 

Figure 2.5: Australian service exports 1987 to 2007, in millions AUD .................................. 29 

Figure 2.6: Composition of Australian exports 2006 (DFAT 2007b) ..................................... 30 

Figure 2.7: Composition of Australia‟s services exports in 2007, in millions AUD ............... 30 

Figure 2.8: Australia‟s service exports by regions (DFAT 2008) ........................................... 31 

Figure 3.1: Theoretical foundations of RM research ............................................................... 47 

Figure 5.1: Flowchart of the overall research design ............................................................... 86 

Figure 5.2: Conceptual model ................................................................................................ 126 

Figure 6.1: Questionnaire development process .................................................................... 137 

Figure 6.2: Managerial positions of the key informants ........................................................ 164 

Figure 6.3: Experience of the key informants in their current positions ............................... 164 

Figure 6.4: Head office locations of service exporters .......................................................... 165 

Figure 6.5: Industry classifications ........................................................................................ 166 

Figure 6.6: Annual sales ........................................................................................................ 166 

Figure 6.7: Number of full-time employees .......................................................................... 167 

Figure 6.8: Number of foreign markets with regular operations ........................................... 167 

Figure 6.9: Number of years in international business .......................................................... 168 

Figure 7.1: Data analysis procedure....................................................................................... 170 

Figure 7.2: Higher order factor CFA model of Export Performance ..................................... 181 

Figure 7.3: CFA models of two-factor Relationship Performance ........................................ 182 



    
 

xiv  
 

Figure 7.4: CFA models of two-factor Contractual Complexity ........................................... 184 

Figure 7.5: CFA models of two-factor Contractual Explicitness .......................................... 185 

Figure 7.6: CFA model of Relationship Trust ....................................................................... 187 

Figure 7.7: CFA model of Relationship Commitment........................................................... 188 

Figure 7.8: CFA model of Information Exchange ................................................................. 189 

Figure 7.9: CFA model of Relationship Flexibility ............................................................... 190 

Figure 7.10: CFA model of Relationship Harmony............................................................... 191 

Figure 7.11: Higher order factor CFA model of Relational-Based Governance ................... 192 

Figure 7.12: CFA model of Management Commitment ........................................................ 193 

Figure 7.13: CFA model of Resource Commitment .............................................................. 194 

Figure 7.14: CFA model of Export Experience ..................................................................... 195 

Figure 7.15: CFA model of Home Government Assistance .................................................. 196 

Figure 7.16: CFA model of Host Government Polices .......................................................... 197 

Figure 7.17: CFA model of Competitive Intensity ................................................................ 198 

Figure 7.18: Key success drivers of service export performance .......................................... 224 

 


	TITLE: Key Success Drivers of Service Exports: The Role of Organisational Characteristics, Market Characteristics and Governance Mechanisms
	Statement of Declaration
	Abstract
	Acknowledgement
	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures


