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A B S T R A C T

In the current business and political climate, deliberations concerning international trading agreements and their
importance to B2B firms are increasing. Although the volume and value of international exchanges are growing,
this study reveals that literature exploring issues concerning B2B international business, and particularly the role
technological advancements play supporting B2B cross-border trade, is limited. This paper provides an overview
of research contributions published in the Industrial Marketing Management (IMM) journal in order to reveal the
current state of knowledge, identify research gaps, and propose further research directions. Following a two-
stage approach, we reveal that although ‘trade’ is at the heart of IMM research, there is a scarcity of empirical
studies examining technological advancements and B2B international, as well as local, trade; some attention,
however, has been placed on the exploration of B2B international trade issues. Building on our findings, we
propose future research directions.

1. Introduction

According to the International Trade Centre (www.intracen.org),
the value of B2B international exchanges is growing. This growth is
directly related to opportunities deriving from international trade in-
itiatives such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP), as well as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). As
Lacka, Chan, and Wang (2019) point out, however, ‘in order for the
initiatives, such as NAFTA, CPTPP, BRI, among others, to have a
meaningful impact on 21st century global economy, effective and effi-
cient cooperation of businesses of all types and sizes in regional as well
as international trade is required’. This has not been fully explored thus
far, and Lacka et al. (2019) therefore call for research to examine issues
concerning B2B international trade, particularly explorations of the role
of technological advancements in B2B cross-border trade, as previous
research points out that technological innovations can support busi-
nesses and international trade growth (Gregory, Ngo, & Karavdic, 2019;
Weerawarden, Sullivan, & Liesch, 2019). Responding to Lacka et al.
(2019)’s call, this study sets out to provide an overview of research
contributions concerning B2B international trade, and the role tech-
nological innovations play supporting businesses in those efforts. By
doing so this paper aims to contribute to the literature at two levels.

First, it aims to provide a holistic overview of research contributions to
technologies in B2B international trade published in Industrial Mar-
keting Management (IMM) journal. Second, it aims to identify research
gaps and proposes future research directions to advance knowledge and
understanding of the role of technological innovations in B2B interna-
tional trade.

To fulfil this aim a two-stage approach is adopted, consisting of a
bibliometric overview of research contributions published in IMM,
which then informs a systematic literature review based on which key
publications are discussed and future avenues of research are suggested.

The bibliometric analysis reveals that, although ‘trade’ is located at
the heart of IMM research, it is one of the least researched themes.
Further analysis also shows that there is a scarcity of research con-
cerning technological innovation and B2B trade-related activities. It
appears that research attention has been devoted to issues concerning
B2B international trade, whereas the role of tools such as Internet-of-
Things (IoT), Artificial Intelligence (Al), and blockchain, as well as
manufacturing technologies have been ignored. Moreover, although
international B2B exchanges have been examined to an extent, the
context of specific trading initiatives has not been fully explored.
Considering the importance of B2B international trade, it is of vital
importance to explore the role of technological advancement in B2B
international exchanges and advance current state of knowledge. Based
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on the overview of IMM contributions, a number of research gaps are
identified and recommendations for further research are made.

This paper is structured as follows. First, we conduct bibliometric
analysis of research contributions published in IMM. We use the results
of the analysis as a framework guiding subsequent systematic review of
the literature. The systematic literature review is structured according
to three themes including: technological innovation in international
trade, international trade and technologies in local trade. We conclude
the paper by highlighting the need for research, which will advance our
understanding of the role technological innovation plays in B2B inter-
national trade.

2. Bibliometric methods

Bibliometric methods are effective ways of evaluating and mon-
itoring dynamic changes in research topics in a given field of study
(Ghadimi, Wang, & Lim, 2019; Wang, Zhao, Vilela, & Lim, 2019). They
have commonly been applied to specific journals to understand leading
trends that have been of interest to the academic community. Biblio-
metric methods have been previously applied to the Journal of Man-
agement (see Van Fleet et al., 2006), European Journal of Operational
Research (see Laengle et al., 2017), and most recently Industrial Man-
agement & Data Systems journal (see Wang et al., 2019). To the best of
our knowledge, however, such analysis has not been carried out for
IMM - a top-tier journal that publishes high quality and rigorous the-
oretical, empirical, as well as case-based research in the area of in-
dustrial and B2B marketing. Since IMM issued a call for papers this
article responds to, it deemed appropriate to focus on work published in
the journal, and understand how issues concerning trade map against a
range of themes explored by IMM's authors.

Bibliometric methods focus either on an activity, therefore putting

an emphasis on impact, or on an exploration of themes and topics, re-
vealing relationships between them (Ramos, 2004). Since the present
study aims to reveal research contributions concerning research
themes, it is appropriate to use bibliographic data to identify core topics
and themes, and the interrelationships between them in a network
structure (Boccaletti, Latora, Moreno, Chavez, & Hwang, 2006; Zupic &
Cater, 2015). To accomplish this goal, for the purpose of this study,
VOSviewer software was used to conduct bibliometric analysis, as it
provides a network visualisation of the clustered themes and their re-
lationships. To develop clusters, a binary counting of themes have been
employed which allowed to identify key terms occurring in the dataset,
as well as their binary relationships. Terms, which occurred minimum
of 10 times, have been used for analysis, the default software setting.
The size of individual clusters depends on the frequency of themes
occurrence (i.e. frequently occurring terms form bigger cluster). The
number of themes identified and their co-occurrence determine the
number of clusters.

To fulfil the objectives of this study, IMM contributions published
during the last 50 years (from 1970 to 2020) indexed on Web of Science
were analysed. The data from Web of Science was used to develop
bibliometric analysis in recognition of its high quality in the major
bibliometric databases (Jacso, 2005). Since the aim of the bibliometric
analysis was to evaluate key themes explored by IMM researchers, and
identify cluster which includes terms related to technologies in B2B
international trade it was vital to develop a holistic overview of IMM
themes. Thus, the bibliometric analysis has been conducted on all
published within last 50 years IMM articles.

2.1. Bibliometric analysis

The initial search of the Web of Science index for research

Fig. 1. Bibliometric analysis of IMM research contributions.
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contributions published in IMM between 1970 and 2020 revealed a
total of 3397 research publications. These papers were retrieved in the
form of bibliometric data, and used for subsequent analysis. To generate
an overview of topics those publications explored, as well as network
relationships between them, key terms from titles and abstracts were
extracted, excluding labelled abstracts (i.e. abstracts including multiple
labelled sections) and copyright statements, and analysed using Natural
Language Processing techniques. Next, binary counting of themes was
selected, with the minimum number of occurrences of a term, set to 10.
As a result, 933 of 31,399 terms met the threshold assigned. Next, the
least relevant terms were excluded, with the aim to select 60% of the
most relevant terms and exclude terms with general meanings. This
resulted in 560 themes, which were grouped into 6 distinct clusters (see
Fig. 1). ‘Trade’ appears to be at the heart of the IMM literature, as part
of the second largest cluster (see Fig. 2).

Within the ‘trade’ cluster, there are 130 topics, which were reviewed
for further analysis. Out of the 130 terms identified, generic terms such
as ‘key’ or ‘key issue’ as well as terms related to specific research
methods, for example ‘case study’ and ‘survey’, were manually excluded
from the analysis in order to provide a clear picture of research themes.

As a result of this exercise, 85 themes were used in a follow-up clus-
tering (see Fig. 3).

Within cluster analysis revealed that ‘trade’ is not a central topic,
but appears to be a peripheral issue (see Fig. 4). It is noticeable, how-
ever, that ‘trade’ has relationships with all other sub-clusters, and
therefore all themes identified. For clarity, sub-clusters and their
themes are listed in Table 1, and will serve as a framework for sub-
sequent systematic literature review.

The bibliometric analysis reveals that ‘trade’ is a frequently occur-
ring theme in IMM publications, and in fact it is located at the heart of
IMM research (see Fig. 2). The analysis, however, does not distinguish
‘international trade’ as a core and separate research topic. Since the
focus of this review is on B2B international trade issues, it became
important to review and dissect literature concerning ‘trade’ in general,
in order to identify specific contributions exploring B2B international
trade. Furthermore, since the focus of this paper is on research con-
tributions concerning technological advancements in B2B international
trade, and the bibliometric analysis does not reveal any direct and ex-
clusive relationship with the ‘technology’ theme, it was vital not only to
identify papers exploring international trade, but also to assess the role

Fig. 2. Position of trade-related topics in IMM research contributions.
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of technologies in those research endeavours.
Informed by the results of bibliometric analysis, the detailed review

of research contributions (section 3.1) is structured according to three
distinct categories, developed based on a scoring exercise (see section
3), and is presented in accordance of their relevance to this study aim.
Finally, as presented in Fig. 4, as ‘trade’ has network relationships with
other themes in the cluster, the themes identified and listed in Table 1
serve as a basis for inclusion criteria of trade-related research in a
follow-up review, the methodology of which is discussed next.

3. Systematic literature review

Informed by the results of the bibliometric analysis, the systematic
literature review follows the approach introduced by Tranfield, Denyer,
and Smart (2003), which has been recently applied by Lu,
Papagiannidis, and Amananos (2018) as well as Marikyan,
Papagiannidis, and Amananos (2019) in their efforts to synthesise re-
search contributions concerning digital tools use. According to
Tranfield et al. (2003), systematic literature reviews consist of three

sequential stages, including (1) planning and review, (2) conducting a
review, and (3) reporting and dissemination.

During the planning and review stage, the three authors of this
paper formed a review panel and developed a review protocol. In line
with Tranfield et al. (2003), we clearly articulated the study aim: ‘in-
formed by the results of bibliometric analysis, critically synthesise academic
articles with the view to identify research gaps and propose new research
avenues’. In line with the bibliometric analysis, we restricted the scope
of the review to papers published in IMM and focused on research
contributions concerning ‘trade’ published within the last 50 years.

With the restrictions assigned, we utilised an advanced search fea-
ture to search the database and identify relevant articles. As suggested
by Tranfield et al. (2003), we commenced our search using the generic
keyword ‘trade’. Following the results of the bibliometric analysis, we
retained articles that relate to the list of terms listed in Table 1. We
excluded all articles that were not related to the list of topics from
Table 1, for example articles exploring ‘trade shows’ or ‘trade fairs’, as
they were beyond the scope of this review. Finally, we included review
articles as well as empirical qualitative and quantitative research papers

Fig. 3. ‘Trade’ cluster analysis.
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into our review, and excluded other contributions such as book reviews
and editorials, etc. The search included all articles published in English
available on the IMM webpage up to July 2019.

Based on the initial search of the database, we identified 1693

articles. Applying inclusion and exclusion criteria, we narrowed down
the search results to 94 papers, which included 85 themes identified
and presented in Fig. 3. Next, we assigned a score to each article
identified, which is in line with Lu et al. (2018) and Marikyan et al.

Fig. 4. Within cluster analysis.

Table 1
Cluster terms.

Cluster Terms

Cluster 1 (22 terms) Advertising; Attribute; Business practice; compatibility; consumer needs; e-commerce; economic; electronic marketplace; globalization; information
systems; international business; internet; logistics; marketing management; marketplace; preference; purchasing manager; reaction; scm; small firms;
supply chain management; threat

Cluster 2 (18 terms) Business model; Business service; Buying firm; Competitive position; Contract; Integrated solution; Interrelationship; Market actor; Product development;
Professional service; Provider; Provision; Radical innovation; Rationale; Servitization; Solution; Supplier involvement; Transformation

Cluster 3 (13 terms) Customer service; Consumer value; Distinction; Market share; Offering; Price; Pricing; Product life cycle; Profit; Revenue; Service offering; Survival;
Vendor

Cluster 4 (12 terms) Business customer; Distribution; Industrial customer; Industrial marketer; Industrial sector; Market segmentation; Producer; Product quality; Reliance;
Segment; Service quality; Trade

Cluster 5 (11 terms) B2B branding; B2B context; B2B market; brand; brand equity; branding; customer; customer market; Industrial buyer; Retailer; Sustainability
Cluster 6 (9 terms) Exporter; Export; Foreign Market; Importer; Industrial product; International market; Manufacturer; Segmentation; Supplier customer relationships
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(2019). All articles related to technological innovation and interna-
tional trade were scored 1; articles which focused on international trade
but did not consider technological advancement were scored 2; and
papers on digital tools used for local trade rather than trade in inter-
national markets were scored 3. All other articles were excluded from
further review. We provide an overview of articles assigned to each
category in the three separate sections below.

3.1. Technological innovation and international trade

Following the scoring exercise, we noticed that only a handful of
papers explored technological advancements and their application to
B2B trading activities at the international level. These studies include
terms identified by bibliometric analysis and grouped in Cluster 1
(Table 1). Among those few contributions, one explores supply chain
innovation (Bello, Lohtia, & Sangtani, 2004), and the rest examine how
digital tools, including the Internet and e-commerce, support business
partners in their efforts to conduct trade-related activities across bor-
ders (Berthon, Pitt, Berthon, Campbell, & Thwaites, 2008; Gregory
et al., 2019; Walters, 2008).

Supply chain innovations ‘combine developments in information
and related technologies with new logistic and marketing procedures to
improve operational efficiency and enhance service effectiveness’ (Bello
et al., 2004, 57). They include efficient consumer response, continuous
replenishment, automated ordering and other relevant technology-en-
hanced processes and procedures in the supply chain. Bello et al. (2004)
recognise that although supply chain innovations can improve cross-
border supply chain efficiency, institutional differences between in-
dustrial trading partners can hinder the success of this costly invest-
ment, its implementation, and use. Their assessment of supply chain
innovations between global trading partners and the US reveals con-
straints disclosing international partners' ability to invest and use
supply chain innovation. Those constraints are associated with the in-
stitutional environment including its regulatory, normative and cul-
tural-cognitive aspects, all of which have been found to impact inter-
national trading partners' ability to participate in supply chain
innovation. To overcome those challenges, Bello et al. (2004) re-
commend the introduction of safeguards and guarantees, which they
believe will ensure successful implementation and management of
technology in a global marketplace.

Shifting the focus from supply chain efficiency, and recognising the
value of effective communication between B2B trading partners,
Holden (1991) and Walters (2008) examine how digital technologies
can support businesses in those efforts. Holden (1991) is perhaps the
first scholar to examine how computer mediated communication can
aid international trade. His case study research demonstrates how
computer-messaging systems can address and further enhance the in-
formation and communication needs of small exporting firms. Building
on Holden's (1991) work, Walters (2008) further explores how the In-
ternet, rather that computer application, can facilitate communication
between internationally trading partners. Their research shows the
value of the Internet as a communication channel, which aids in-
formation dissemination and enables business partners to maintain in-
formation-rich relational exchanges despite physical distance.

In addition to communication, research also shows that digital tools
can be effectively used to support business relationships (Cluster 6),
which are crucial in B2B cross-border exchanges (Voldnes, Gronhaug, &
Nilssen, 2012). Here specifically, Berthon et al. (2008) examine how
trans-national B2B relationships are developed and maintained online
via e-commerce platforms. Narrowing down the scope of the research to
an examination of the impact of country-level factors on trading part-
ners' intention to engage in e-business, the authors find a direct link
between a country's cultural values as well as its ability to promote and
support digital business (e-business), and its willingness to engage in
the online development of B2B relationships.

Most recently, Gregory et al. (2019)’s study aims to extend the

capabilities–effectiveness–performance model by including e-com-
merce marketing capabilities in the B2B sector. Through mixed research
methodology, they reveal that e-commerce marketing capabilities di-
rectly increase firms' distribution and communication efficiency, which
subsequently leads to enhanced export venture market performance.

Our review of the above studies leads us to some reflections. First,
we observe a scarcity of research examining the role of technological
advancements in support of international trading activities between
B2B firms. Considering the pervasiveness of technologies in the current
business environment, as well as the growing value of international
trade, it is somewhat surprising that only a few papers address how
various technologies can support B2B firms' international exchanges.
Lacka et al. (2019)’s call for papers is therefore timely and relevant; it
exposes the research gap, which needs to be urgently addressed.

We observe that the articles reviewed above identify the positive
role of technological innovations in various international trade-related
aspects of B2B exchanges. Here, Internet-enabled tools were found to be
particularly useful to enhance communication streams between trading
partners and aid B2B relationship development. As revealed through
the bibliometric analysis and subsequent literature review, however,
our understanding of the role of technologies in international trade is
limited to a handful of tools including the electronic marketplace, the
Internet, and supply chain innovation (Cluster 1, Table 1). We would
like to encourage further research exploring online communication
tools and their role in B2B exchanges. For example, we would like to see
research on social media and how Web 2.0 can enhance active two-way
communication between internationally trading B2B firms, as well as
research on the role of social media in B2B cross-border relationships.
Here, insights obtained from data being a result of online commu-
nication would be particularly useful. Finally, research exploring the
role of technologies in B2B international trade seems to be limited to
Internet-enabled technologies, we encourage future work which will
examine the role of manufacturing technologies in B2B international
exchanges.

We note that, with the exception of work by Voldnes et al. (2012)
and Berthon et al. (2008), topics concerning the role of technologies in
international trade are limited to one cluster (i.e. Cluster 1), and
therefore we encourage cross cluster research. For example, we would
like to see how digital technologies enhance service provision (Cluster
2) between international B2B firms, and how they contribute to the
revenue growth (Cluster 3) of internationally trading partners.

Finally, in addition to online communication tools, we would like to
encourage authors to explore both hardware and software, and extend
the present research. For example, building on Bello et al. (2004)’s
work, future research could examine how artificial intelligence, the
Internet of things, and blockchain technologies can improve supply
chain management in the global marketplace. Here specifically, studies
exploring the adoption of those technologies, as well as the challenges
and opportunities to internationally trading B2B firms deriving from
the use of those tools, are much needed.

3.2. International trade

Despite somewhat limited interest in the role of technology in B2B
international trade, the systematic literature review reveals that a sig-
nificant amount of research has focused on exploring international
trade. This implies that scholars recognise the importance of trading
activities across borders, but are perhaps unable to identify how tech-
nological innovations can support B2B firms in those efforts. Within an
extensive body of research on international trade, a number of issues
are examined, including attitudes towards, and relationships between,
internationally trading B2B firms.

Early research by Chiesl and Knight (1981) and Kaynak (1989)
examines behavioural attitudes of buyers towards foreign suppliers of
industrial products, revealing overall positive attitudes towards foreign
suppliers. Equally, Kastikeas, Sarmeas, and Katsikea (2000), drawing on
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transaction cost theory, examines the behaviour of overseas exporters
trading in foreign markets. This study specifically focuses on the ex-
amination of behavioural factors influencing the level of import de-
velopment.

Extending the behavioural research stream, scholarly attention later
turned towards cross-border B2B relationships (Voldnes et al., 2012).
Recognising the importance of B2B relationships, Kastikeas and Kaleka
(1999) examine forces driving import decision-making processes and a
degree of import involvement in the US-UK context. Through their
empirical research, they notice different motivations of both partners,
which impact the extent to which they are involved in cross-border
exchanges. Exploring this specific context further and adding additional
insights into cross-border relationships, Skarmeas and Katsikeas (2001)
assess factors and conditions, which facilitate successful importer-ex-
porter relationships. They note the importance of interdependence,
transaction-specific investments and rationalism. They also reveal the
key role of trust between partners, which becomes a factor underlying
further research (e.g. Lothia, Bello, & Porter, 2009; Yen & Barnes,
2011).

Trust, as an attitudinal measure, plays a key role in developing and
sustaining B2B relationships, and is particularly important in interna-
tional trade and international B2B exchanges (Skarmeas and Katsikeas,
2001; Mehta, Larsen, Rosenbloom, & Ganitsky, 2006). Its importance
has been recognised in a number of contexts, including UK-US (Skar-
meas and Katsikeas, 2001), US-Japan (Lothia et al., 2009), Russia-
Norway (Voldnes et al., 2012), UK-China (Yen & Barnes, 2011), and
China-Israel (Berger, Herstein, Silbiger, & Barnes, 2015). Trust devel-
opment, however, is challenging, and as the research reveals, it requires
cultural sensitivity as well as demonstration of trust-building efforts
(Berger et al., 2015; Lothia et al., 2009; Mehta et al., 2006; Voldnes
et al., 2012). Yen and Barnes (2011)’s work clarifies that relationships
and trust building require active communication and cooperation, as
well as culture-specific social bonding and ‘face saving’ (i.e. mianzi in a
Chinese context). The importance of recognising the role of culture in
B2B exchanges is further highlighted by Voldnes et al. (2012), who
demonstrate the impact of culture on satisfaction in buyer-seller re-
lationships. Although research highlights the role of cultural sensitivity
in B2B relationships, Ramstrom (2008) remarks that international
trading relationships are not country- or culture-specific. Trading
partners form unique relationships in which both parties draw from
their native behaviour, forming a new type of relationship that evolves
as the exchange parties interact.

Regardless of culture and its impact, trust remains particularly im-
portant in relationships that venture beyond the short-term (Yen &
Barnes, 2011). Subsequent research therefore examines how B2B re-
lationships can be maintained over longer periods of time (Elg,
Deligonul, Ghauri, Danis, & Tarnovskya, 2012; Gu, Wang, & Wang,
2019), including strategies aimed at ensuring the strength and length of
relationships (Leonidu, Aykol, Spyropolulou, & Christodulodes, 2019).
Here Giannakis, Doran, and Chen (2012), for example, highlight the
key role of the social control aspect of the governance structure of
supplier relationships, and Gu et al. (2019) reveal the key role of sales
representatives in the maintenance of B2B relationships, and particu-
larly their commitment, which is also confirmed by Mehta et al.
(2006)’s earlier work.

Finally, Handfield and Nichils (2004) acknowledge the challenges of
relationship building between buyers and suppliers located in different
countries. Due to various obstacles encountered, as well as nature of the
sector in which B2B firms operate, it is noted that some relationships
may not be exploited to their full potential (Abrahamsen & Hakansson,
2015). Furthermore, relationship development can be hindered by re-
lationship insecurity, defined as ‘a parent firm's concern about the
continuance of the alliance arrangement and its partner's future pro-
vision of need satisfaction’ (Robson, Spyropoulou, & Al-Khalifa, 2006;
556). Such insecurity reduces the performance, and has further nega-
tive consequences on overall performance, of trading partners. In view

of those obstacles, Handfield and Nichils' (2004) work highlights key
issues which B2B trading partners should consider when managing
global supply chain relationships.

To summarize, extensive research confirms that trusting relation-
ships are key in B2B international trade. This is because of the nature
and volume of B2B transitions, which are a result of trusting relation-
ships between trading partners. Cluster 6 of our bibliometric analysis
(Table 1) contains supplier consumer relationships, while issues con-
cerning trust align with Cluster 1, although specific technologies listed
in this cluster are not considered. As indicated in Section 3.1, some
early studies have already recognised how technologies can support
firms' efforts to build and maintain relationships. We encourage future
work focusing on trust between B2B firms and the role of the computer-
mediated environment in trust building. We encourage research asses-
sing how trust can be formed and reinforced via online communication
channels. Finally, the research recognises that building B2B trust and
relationships is a challenging task. To support businesses, future ex-
ploratory as well as explanatory research should guide B2B firms in
their efforts to reduce perceived risk and enhance the value of B2B
relationships though digital tools use.

Internationalisation of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in
both developed and emerging economies is yet another stream of re-
search identified though the review, and identified in Cluster 1 of the
bibliometric analysis. In this research stream, Kaikati (2000) is one of
the first to recognise the importance of SMEs internationalisation,
which is directly related to the growing opportunities to those firms
deriving from international trade. This is further confirmed by Ibek and
Kasem (2011), who highlight the importance of SMEs expansion into
international markets. Both papers, however, note that the inter-
nationalisation decision has to be underpinned by strategic market se-
lection (Kaikati, 2000; Ibeh and Jasen, 2011), as SMEs have been shown
to face a number of problems conducting export-trading activities with
overseas firms (Morgan & Kastikeas, 1998).

To guide SMEs, Tian, Nicholson, Eklinder-Frick, and Johanson
(2018) examine ‘international take-off episodes’. They assess the pre-
internationalisation of SMEs and map individual stages of the inter-
nationalisation process. Their research is further supplemented by work
by Lindsay, Rod, and Ashill (2017), who examine resources utilised by
SMEs as well as institutional influences of host and home country
during the market entry phrase. Their research extends the existing
literature on SMEs internationalisation by identifying different re-
source-institutional configurations associated with various foreign
market entry modes. Most recently, Hughes, Cesiger, Cheng, Schuessler,
and Kraus (2019) examine the role of network-based and knowledge-
based factors on SMEs international performance, configurationally
mapping paths that lead SMEs to high performance, and Genc, Dayan,
and Genc (2019) explore the impact of internationalisation on in-
novation performance of SMEs in emerging economies, showing that
internationalisation positively affects innovation performance; this re-
lationship is further mediated by market and entrepreneurial orienta-
tion of SMEs.

SMEs play an important role in the global economy (Kaikati, 2000),
and they are an important theme of Cluster 1 of our bibliometric ana-
lysis. At the same time, however, they face a number of obstacles while
trading across borders (Morgan & Kastikeas, 1998). Technological ad-
vancements can assist SMEs in their internationalisation efforts, yet
those have not yet been explored. We therefore encourage further re-
search into SMEs internationalisation with a focus on technologies,
which can help B2B SMEs across the stages of internationalisation
mapped by Tain et al. (2018), and listed in Table 1, Cluster 1. For ex-
ample, research could explore how the electronic marketplace and the
IoT support SMEs internationalisation and trading across-borders, or
how e-business activities facilitate SMEs internationalisation. Among
available research methods, ethnographic methods might be particu-
larly useful here.

As pointed out by Kaikati (2000) and Ibeh and Jasen (2011),

E. Lacka, et al. Industrial Marketing Management 88 (2020) 1–11

7



strategic orientation is key in the international trading activities of
SMEs (Cluster 1). It is also important to large B2B firms. Strategies
obtained by B2B partners operating in international markets were in-
itially explored by Silver and Schwartz (1877). Adding further insights,
Hill and Alloway (1993) reveal that multinational B2B sales manage-
ment adopt evaluation measures of their sales performance within the
market in which they trade, which they refer to ‘do as Romans do’
strategy.

Initial work by Piercy (1981) provides insights into the segmenta-
tion (Cluster 6) of international trading markets and review pricing
strategies of exported products. His research is supplemented by
Mentzer, Myers, and Cheung (2004), who argue that logistics service
quality (LSQ) components can be used to identify global, horizontal,
and vertical segments of logistics services customers, and that cultural
and organizational characteristics may modify the LSQ–customer sa-
tisfaction relationship. Finally, segmentation is also a subject of in-
vestigation in Shankarmahesh, Olsen, and Honeycutt (2005)’s research.
They develop a framework, which can be used to improve selection of
export offering to global markets.

In this strategic marketing stream underpinned by themes identified
in Cluster 2, Min, LaTour, and Williams (1994) discuss challenges of
foreign supplier selection, which include cross-cultural negotiations
(Gilbro & Herbig, 1996). Recognising challenges, Kotabe and Murry
(2004) also examine global sourcing strategies adopted by firms in
order to ensure their appeal in increasingly competitive marketplaces.
The authors explore potential limitations and negative consequences of
outsourcing on a global scale. Finally, Chen and Hsu (2010) examine
recourse allocation on firm performance in an effort to enter interna-
tional markets, which links back to the ‘performance’ themes of Cluster
1. They argue that the role of resource allocation in determining firms'
international growth is key.

The importance of the strategic approach to international trade is
undisputed. Existing research, however, needs to be supplemented by
studies which acknowledge the role of technology in strategy devel-
opment. The themes listed in Cluster 1 therefore have to be fully ex-
plored. For example, international markets can be divided in ac-
cordance to technology availability and willingness to use tools such as
e-commerce (see Cluster 1). Furthermore, research exploring how tools
such as Artificial Intelligence (AI) can overcome the challenges to
global sourcing strategies identified by Kotabe and Murry (2004) would
be beneficial.

Marketing and procuring component parts in the global marketplace
can pose significant trading hazards (Cluster 2 and 3). Bello and Zhu
(2006) identify the design, fabrication and delivery of component parts
as key forces influencing the institutional designs that best safeguard
exchanges between international trading partners for industrial tasks.
Bello and Zhu (2006)’s work, however, is the only one examining
procurement of industrial products, and thus further research is much
needed. We particularly encourage research on technologies such as
blockchain and its role in industrial product procurement across in-
ternational markets.

Finally, the research recognises the importance of international ar-
rangements in international trade. Here, Planner (1972) discuss suc-
cessful cases of trading with East European counties. Saghafi,
Sciglimapaglia, and Withers (1995) execute a survey of industrial firms
regarding the expected outcomes of the single European market and the
US. Although a few differences were found, the study revealed a high
level of optimism regarding the potential effects of the single market,
with expected outcomes including increased competitive activity
(Cluster 2), strong reliance on product quality (Cluster 2), increased
market segmentation (Cluster 6) and product differentiation, as well as
more standardised products (Cluster 3), equalised prices (Cluster 3),
and efficient distribution (Cluster 4).

Related to the topic of international arrangements, countertrade
refers to a variety of trade arrangements in which a seller provides a
buyer with products and agrees to a reciprocal purchasing obligation

with a buyer (Paun, 1997). This has been recognised as a means of
achieving and sustaining competitive advantage in a trade worldwide
(Cluster 2). Here, specifically, the early review paper by Reisman, Fuh,
and Li (1988) identifies advantages deriving from countertrade, while
Shipley and Neale (1987) verify them empirically. Palia (1992, 1993)
and colleagues issued a series of articles exploring countertrade prac-
tices (Okoroafo, 1994; Palia & Liesch, 1997; Palina & Yoon, 1994; Paun,
1997). This research stream reveals that compensation was the most
frequently used form of countertrade. Finally, the most recent paper on
countertrade by Keillor, Pettijohn, and Bashaw (2000) examines the
level of trade barriers that firms trading internationally face, and the
tactics they use to overcome them. They reveal that the tactics used to
overcome political barriers are vital.

Although it is encouraging to see previous research recognising the
importance of trading agreements between countries, and particularly
the computerized advantage deriving from them (Cluster 2), the lit-
erature exploring specific trading initiatives is limited and out-dated.
This reinforces Lacka et al. (2019)’s call for papers which would ac-
count for various trading agreements, and how technological ad-
vancements can support industrial firms in their international trading
activities. Furthermore, countertrade has not received scholarly atten-
tion for over two decades now, and considering the recent move to-
wards international trading arrangements, research into those practices
is required. It is particularly important to examine the role of policy
(Keillor et al., 2000) and technological innovations in countertrade.
Here, examination of the trade arrangements concerning e-business and
e-commerce would be particularly beneficial. Those studies can be
based on the analysis of policy documents, and assess whether tech-
nologies can overcome barriers to countertrade, and explore the ben-
efits of those digital tools to internationally trading B2B firms. Fur-
thermore, studies exploring current issues such as Brexit and trade
disputes between the major economies, their impact on internationally
trading firms, and how e-business can assist firms in overcoming these
challenges, are needed.

To summarize, based on the results of the literature review mapped
against the core themes identified in Table 1, it is evident that research
on international trade has flourished. Research published in IMM on
international trade appears to explore issues from each cluster identi-
fied. Those research contributions, however, need to be extended, and
specific technological innovation should be considered when examining
cluster themes.

4. Technologies in local trade

Finally, through the articles scoring exercise, we have identified a
few papers that explore technological innovations in local, rather than
international, trade. On one hand, these articles explore e-commerce,
its adoption and use (e.g. Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy, 2002; Min &
Galle, 2003; Rao, Truong, Senecal, & Le, 2017), a theme found in
Cluster 1, Table 1. Here, Deter et al. (2002) assess the impact of the
Internet on industrial purchase decisions in industrial markets. They
focus on the attitudes of purchasing professionals towards the useful-
ness of the Internet, and how it is used for communication purposes.
Min and Galle (2003) examine the adoption of e-commerce for B2B
purchasing, and compare adopters to non-adopters. Rao et al. (2017)
assess buyer's use of e-commerce and accounting for perceived risks and
benefits deriving from e-commerce use.

On the other hand, other research examines the performance of
firms engaging in e-commerce (Eng, 2004). In his empirical research
conducted in the UK, Eng (2004) assesses the impact of electronic
marketplaces on supply chain management. The research reveals that e-
marketplace supply chain applications enable firms to automate
transaction and procurement processes, but not strategic supply chain
activities. Finally, Lia, Wong, and Cheng (2010) examine use of IT in
logistics performance. Their study, carried out in Hong Kong, shows
that firms with more extensive digitized logistics activities bundles and
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who utilize them more intensively achieve better logistics performance.
Although these papers align with Cluster 1 themes, we recommend

extending the research to international markets. Specifically, scholars
could draw from international trade literature (see. 3.2) and assess the
approaches of internationally trading firms to technology adoption and
use, as well as the impact of such technology on performance in the
international markets. We also encourage authors to explore other
technologies while considering international trade issues and to assess
their impact.

5. Conclusion

Bibliometric methods are effective in identifying core themes and
their networked relationship in a given journal. Coupled systemic lit-
erature reviews, regarded as a ‘fundamental scientific activity’
(Mulrow, 1994), can identify and evaluate key research contributions
(Tranfield et al., 2003), and identify research gaps and propose further
research directions (Marikyan et al., 2019; Tranfield et al., 2003).

The bibliometric method reveals that although trade is at the heart
of IMM research interests, limited attention has thus far been placed on
investigating trade-related issues. There are a handful of papers that
examine the impact of technological innovation in B2B international
trade, or the role technological advancement plays in local trade.
Research exploring how various technologies can support B2B firms'
international exchanges is much needed. As discussed in Section 3.1,
these contributions explore Cluster 1 themes and they focus on the
Internet-enabled technologies; it would be useful to explore themes
from other clusters as well various technologies including commu-
nication tool as well as manufacturing technologies and their role in
B2B international trade. Research efforts appear to be devoted towards
the exploration of issues concerning international trade only (see
Section 3.2.). While it is encouraging to see research interest in B2B
international trade issues, which spreads across clusters (Table 2), it is
vital to acknowledge technological advancements and the role they
play in supporting cross-border trade. Future research should explore
the role of technologies in various B2B trade-related activities including
B2B relationship building, strategic orientation of SMEs, and large or-
ganisations engaging in trade across international borders, all of which
are highlighted in Section 3 of the paper.

Finally, echoing Lacka et al. (2019)’s call for papers, research ex-
ploring the context of trading arrangements is much needed. Although
previous research explores issues concerning countertrade (e.g. Keillor
et al., 2000; Okoroafo, 1994) and other trading agreements (e.g.
Saghafi et al., 1995), this literature stream seems to be out-dated. It
would be valuable to understand how B2B firms of different sizes op-
erating in developed and emerging economies can benefit from those
initiatives, identify the obstacles they face, and how technological ad-
vancements can support internationally trading B2B firms in those ef-
forts.
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