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This dissertation is a study of the extent to which Universities of Applied Sciences (UAS) 

enterprises (SMEs). The aim of this theoretical study is twofold: to determine the essential 
building blocks of international relation competency and to identify the learning principles 
for developing the selected attitudes and skills of international relation competency by 
students during their bachelor education in international business.

In the European Union (EU), SMEs (Eurostat, 2011) account for some 99% of all businesses 
(European Commission, 2017) and are considered a major source of economic growth. 
They represent 67% of total employment and create approximately 55% of the gross value 
added (Kalinic & Clegg, 2017; OECD, 2017). Since export is the most common mode of 
SMEs’ internationalization, export performance is regarded as one of the key indicators 

countries, with medium-sized enterprises (50-249 employees) accounting for the largest 
average export value per exporting SME (Eurostat, 2014). 

The studies described in this thesis primarily concern Dutch SMEs as export is essential for 
economic growth in the Netherlands due to its geographical position and the small home-
market. In 2016, 32% of Dutch SMEs contributed to export income in the Netherlands 
(CBS, 2018). In 2018, the following EU countries were responsible for 52.2% of total Dutch 

by Belgium (10.6 %), France (8.1%), the United Kingdom (7.8%), and Italy (3.7%). In the 
past few years, exports to the non-EU countries such as the United States, Switzerland, 
Norway and Turkey have increased (CBS, 2018), in particular to South-Korea and Russia. 
In 2017, the share of Dutch exports in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) counts for 64% 
of GDP (CBS, 2018), which is largely due to the phenomenon of re-exports: goods that are 
on transit through the Netherlands are factored into Dutch trade statistics, and account for 
about 50% of Dutch exports. 

Internationalizing SMEs are more successful than companies whose focus is primarily 
on national markets. This explains SME’s relative exporting competitiveness, and it has 
prompted national governmental institutions to develop many export measures designed to 
support and enhance SME’s internationalization processes. An important initiative of the 
European Union is The Small Business Act for Europe (SBA), which aims to support SMEs 
through a set of policy measures ranging from entrepreneurship to internationalization 

almost all EU Member States involve incentives to stimulate trade missions and export 
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1
performance measures between 2011-2016 shows that most policy measures were geared 
towards supporting SME network building (EU 2017). Recent research shows that SMEs´ 

export measures (Cernat et al., 2014), only 25% of SMEs in the EU were actively involved 
with export and only 7% of these SMEs exported outside of the EU. Consequently, there 
are still many SMEs with untapped export potential. In this thesis, I focus on entreprises 
involved in exporting: they represent the majority of European companies with export as 
their most important mode of internationalization. 

1.1 Competencies for international business: an organizational 
approach

Due to globalization, SMEs need to develop export markets to sell their products and 

are exposed to global strategies and a wide diversity of foreign customers and partners 
(Rodrigues & Child, 2002). Since export managers are playing an increasingly important 

This is relevant not only for trade companies but also for companies from sectors such as 
high tech, industry, and logistics. An export manager’s job involves activities that vary from 

all activities that require organizational and social skills (Gu et al., 2016). However, SMEs 

have a strong need for export managers who have technical knowledge about the product 
and its production together with marketing and sales skills (Braaksma, 2005). 

To explain the complex and diverse nature of the internationalization process of 
companies, several theories (Siedschlag et al., 2010) have been developed, ranging from 
the perspectives of industrial-organizational (Porter, 1986) and transaction costs (Coase, 
1937), to the resource-based view (RBV) approach (Barney et al., 1991). The industrial-
organizational approach suggests that market positions in an industry are decisive for 
the internationalization strategy, whereas the transaction costs perspective suggests 
that strategic decisions for internationalization are made only if the foreign activities 

advantage depends not only on resources, such as market- and ICT knowledge, but also 
on other intangible resources such as personal competencies (Barney, 1991; Amit & 
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to copy and communicate since they change over time during the internationalization 
process. Therefore, these valuable and non-substitutable resources become generators of 

that it is unable to elaborate on how the resources are developed and organized (Priem & 

processes at a functional level, the so-called dynamic capabilities (Teece, 2007). Next, 

know-how, the so-called competencies. Together, the capabilities and competencies form 
the core competencies: a combination of skillsets and knowledge across business units. 
Thus, if managers want to develop or enter new international markets, they need to identify 
capabilities and competencies that will enable the realization of the expected international 
business opportunities. 

1977), which focuses on the early stages of internationalization and describes gradual 
internationalization through acquiring knowledge from experiences. Johanson and Vahlne

the network in which they are embedded. Another example of stage models is innovation-
process models (Andersen, 1993), where the gradual internationalization is the result of the 

However, it appeared that companies. have been able to speed up their internationalization 
processes as a result of technological innovations (Eriksson et al., 1997; Hadjikhani, 
1997; Forsgren, 2002; Hessels, 2005; Melén & Nordman, 2009). Due to their lack of 
resources (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994), these so-called born globals increasingly started to 
internationalize at an earlier phase of their development. 
These internationalization processes illustrate that human resource management is 
becoming more global and complex as well (Schuler, 2000). Firms not only need 
international competencies of their workforce, as teams in the home markets are 
increasingly of a multicultural composition (the ‘melting pot’), but entrepreneurs also have 
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1
competencies such as an international orientation, language skills and export experience 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1990; Van Essen & Meijaard, 2009), which give a competitive 
advantage for a company.

1.2 Networking as an internationalization strategy for SMEs

tend to rely on existing national and international networks (Forsman et al., 2002; Crick 
& Spence, 2005) such as branch organizations, Chambers of Commerce and employers’ 

services (Mahone, 1995, Coviello & Munro, 1997; Forsman et al., 2002; Crick & Spence, 
2005; Cabrol et al., 2009). Thanks to these networks, SMEs can develop their limited 
resources. Participation in relevant networks adds value to SMEs’ international business 
since it increases the export intensity of SMEs (Hessels & Parker, 2013; Kuhlmeyer & 
Knight, 2010).

The literature on international business theories recognizes the importance for SMEs to 
participate in relevant networks to realize international business opportunities (Ojala, 
2008; Chetty & Blankenburg Holm, 2000; Ellis, 2011). The network theories describe 

sets of connected exchange relationships (Monge & Fulk, 1999; Hessels, 2005). Companies 
are viewed as part of a network of actors (Sharma & Blomstermo, 2003) and since they are 

network both in their home market and internationally. In their network approach, Johanson 
and Vahlne (2009) claim that a company’s position in a network determines its degree of 
internationalization. They maintain that, as companies interact within the network, they 

from the network strategy depends not only on the quality of the network, determined 
by the availability of potential network partners and a knowledge infrastructure (Tolstoy, 
2010), but also on how relationships are managed in business networks (Håkansson & 
Snehota, 1995). 
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skills and attitudes to build and manage cross-border relations with potential business 
partners and other stakeholders (Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johanson & 
Mattsson, 1988; Mitchell et al., 2002; Muzychenko, 2008b). Research has shown that 

as more loyal customers, employees and shareholders (Bloemer, 2009). Of interest in this 

relation management characteristics like communication skills and cultural sensitivity on 
the export intensity of companies. 

Purhonen´s (2012) analysis contributes to a better understanding of SMEs’ networking by 

complexity of successful networking between SME companies globally as it demonstrates 
that interaction between interactants of internationalizing SMEs involves more than just their 

SMEs as interpersonal communication competency, which involves “knowledge of 
communication, motivation to communicate, and interpersonal communication skills that 

personal communication or familiarity, trust, and respect”. An export manager who is 

in the network. 

In sum, export managers must be globally competent to help companies stay ahead of the 
competition. Therefore, they need to have the relevant knowledge, skills and professional 
attitude to build international relationships with potential business partners who have 

knowledge, interaction and personal adjustment within an international business context.
 

1.3 International business and education

business partners. Given the fact that many SMEs often lack resources to develop the skill 
set of their managers, especially in comparison with larger organizations (Hill & Stewart, 
2000), they need to be adequately equipped for carrying out their international duties. The 
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1the talent development of their employees. One way of addressing this problem is to recruit 
talented young graduates for starting positions in internationalization who have gained 
degrees in international business at Institutions of Higher Education (2).

One of the goals of higher education is to equip students with the knowledge and skills 
which are relevant within the domain of their future profession. Higher education in business 

platform for people who contribute to our economy to develop skills in the realms of 
strategy, management, operations and economics. The main goal of international business 
education, then, is to prepare students for their work in international business practice by 
strengthening their development as competent international professionals. For business 

knowledge as well as the skills and attitudes to function optimally within an international 
business environment (Fraser & Greenhalgh, 2001). Furthermore, they should have the 
capacity to adapt to the challenges of the international business dynamics. To develop the 
international business bachelor programme, IHEs need to have a clear understanding as 

processes.

1.3.1  Competency-based learning
In the late nineties, IHEs in the Netherlands adopted competency-based learning as an 
educational platform (Hill & Houghton, 2001) to improve the connection between education 
and the labour market (Verreck & Schlusmans, 1999). Professional jobs comprise a range of 

by UAS (Newton, 2009). Graduates should acquire knowledge and skills that are based on 
the Dublin descriptors (Bologna Working Group, 2005). These generic and independent 

necessary to obtain a bachelor’s degree. 

The term ‘competency’ has been described as a coherent set of related knowledge, 
attitudes and skillsets (McClelland, 1973; Woodall & Winstanley, 1998) that can be 
utilized in real performance contexts (Mulder, 2014) and that can be improved through 
formal education, training and experiences (Sánchez, 2011; Kyndt & Baert, 2015). There 

related to planning, motivating, organizing, controlling and coordination (Boyatzis, 1982), 
competencies as skills which describe what an individual does (Spencer & Spencer, 1993) 
and competencies as behaviours that are related to the manners desirable when doing a job 
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is the integration of knowledge-based, skills-based and attitude-based aspects (Dewulf, 
1999; Thijssen, 2000), that are related to various professional contexts. Professions bring 

Aside from a person´s professional attitude – which supports the applicability of knowledge 
and skills to professional tasks – having the relevant competencies is an important factor in 

it is not always possible to train bachelor students in the relevant competencies as some 

(2000), a competent person is someone who successfully translates his or her competencies 

of knowledge, skills and attitudes. 

1.4 International competencies

In the current global society, international orientation and professional expertise are primary 
determinants of the success of graduates in the labour market (McGuinness & Sloane, 

international challenges (Vonk, 2006). In other professional (e.g. medical) contexts personal 

practices (Wijnen-Meijer, 2012). In business theories on SME internationalization, relation 
management has been conceptualized as relevant competencies that serve as a predictor 
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1advantage (Purponen, 2012). Some reports show that a lack of language and intercultural 
skills of managers can even lead to missed export turnover by European companies 
(Foreman-Peck & Wang, 2013). It is with good reason, then, that employers impress upon 
IHEs the need to provide graduates with these competencies for managing in a global 
economy (Treleaven et al., 2007). Given the dominance of relationships as a major a 
management strategy for successful international business, a further examination into 
relationship management characteristics is still necessary, particularly within the context 

This study develops the notion of International Relation Competency, which is the ability 
of starting export professionals to initiate relationships with potential international 
business partners. The centrality of this competency follows from SME managers having 

international business. This is why it is becoming increasingly challenging to enter, develop 
and maintain cross-border relationships (Leonidou et al., 2014), given the importance of 
relationships within the business networks (Anderson et al., 1994; Holm et al., 1996). To 
build successful relationships with potential business partners in other countries greatly 
depends on the quality of globally competent managers in SMEs who need the relevant 
skills, business knowledge and attitudes to adapt quickly to international business and 
cultural contexts. 

These managers know how to intervene in SMEs’ internationalization processes for the 

contexts in which SMEs operates. Students in international business, trained to be the 
future export managers, gradually become sensitized to these contexts through learning 
opportunities in actual international business settings during their bachelor programme, such 
as joint projects in intercultural teams. Through these learning opportunities, students are 
challenged to apply their knowledge, practice their skills and demonstrate their sensitivity 
in international business contexts. For that very reason, close cooperation with SMEs has 
always been the strongest asset of UAS. This presents a paradox: it seems as if students 
learn competencies that are not integrated with the international business practice of SMEs 
and thus these students are rarely exposed to international business contexts during their 
education at UAS. An explanation for this discrepancy could be that internationalizing 
SMEs are not actively involved in the curriculum of the education programmes. 

The presumed disconnect between SMEs requirements for international competencies 
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motivation for this research study. By analyzing international relation competency as 

contribute to the readiness of starting export professionals for international business. 

Notes
(1) 
(2) In this thesis, the terms Institution of Higher Education (IHE) and Universities of Applied Sciences 

(UAS) are used alternately.
(3 ) For practical reasons, we use ‘his’ instead of ‘her’ throughout the studies in this thesis
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2.1 Introduction

The challenge for International Business Studies at Universities of Applied Sciences is to 
prepare students adequately for working in the complex international business practice to 
ensure a smooth transition for an international starting position. Given the importance that 
SMEs attach to relationship building in their internationalizing strategies, it is clear that 
IHEs should develop students’ ability to create international relationships. This should 
involve the application of selected competencies in international business practice during 
the bachelor degree so that it matches students’ ability to develop these competencies 
adequately. However, the growing call of internationalizing SMEs to integrate social 
competencies into the curriculum of study programmess (Witte, 2010) suggests that the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes acquired at UAS are frequently out of sync with employers’ 
needs (Jackson, 2009). Therefore, the main topic of this thesis concerns the connection 
between the international business studies curriculum and international business practice. 

I will be guided by the following research question:

To what extent does an international business studies curriculum prepare students for a 
career as a starting export professional? 

To answer this question, I conducted four studies from various perspectives regarding the 
following topics (Table 1):
• International business: about the competencies of starting export professionals in SMEs 
• International relation competency: a framework for initiating international relationships
• International relation competency in international business education
• The employability of graduates in international business

2.2 Theoretical approach

business partners (OECD, 2009). To enter foreign markets and operate in them, SMEs are 
involved in several types of networks (Rodrigues & Child, 2012), which provide them 
resources for knowledge and contacts with potential business partners. For internationalizing 

such as agents, distributors, suppliers, professional and industry associations, since they 
may reduce costs, share risks or provide access to unfamiliar markets. This implies that 
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2

SMEs’ managers use the opportunities for successful international business within and 
through relationships with stakeholders in these networks. As SMEs’ internationalization 
is based on the strategic value of relationships, the central focus in this research is on 
relationship building by starting export professionals. Therefore, social capital theory on 
SMEs internationalization serves as the main theory for this dissertation.

2.2.1 Social capital on internationalization 

relationships that can facilitate internationalization through international relation 
competency. This theory states that it is useful to have social relationships that yield actual 

& Ghoshal, 1998). Firms create relationships through exchanges (Bourdieu, 1986), which 

that they have little knowledge about new international business environments and limited 
resources to expand into foreign markets (Eurostat, 2011), building social capital in 
unknown international markets is a necessary task. There are two sources of social capital 
which are important for this task: personal relationships with potential partners, agents or 
customers and institutional support (Rodrigues & Child, 2012). Some SMEs can develop 

promoting institutions, such as Chambers of Commerce. 

to develop social ties selectively, following the strategic value attached to a particular 
relationship. This implies that the capacity of managers to mobilize relationships is central 
to creating and enhancing competitive advantage. As social capital can trigger and foster 
internationalization, the initiation of relationships in international context in particular 

SMEs. This study contributes to social capital theory by focusing on international relation 
competency to be developed by students during the international business bachelor degree. 

Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) maintain that social capital comprises three dimensions: 
structural, cognitive and relational. The structural dimensions pertains to the nature of 
connections between people and units (Tichy et al., 1979). The cognitive dimension 
refers to the shared norms and values between parties (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). The 
relational component of social capital relates to the quality of relationships (Cabrera & 
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initiate relationships needed to accomplish their international strategic goals. For that 
reason, this study focusses on the initiation phase of relationship building by starting 
export professionals.

2.3 Theoretical debates

This study aims at understanding the connection between the international business studies 
curriculum and international business practice from a social capital perspective. The 
research studies are linked to the following debates: 

st century international managers

international managers. In the literature on international business theories the importance 
for SMEs to participate in relevant networks for internationalization purposes is discussed 
extensively by various scholars (Ojala, 2009; Ellis, 2011). Successful transnational 

(Leonidou et al., 2014). 

The current global economic, technological and geopolitical changes, however, lead to 
business environments where uncertainty and low levels of trust prevail (Van Tulder, 2019). 

expected that the role of soft skills will become critical for the success of international 
managers (WEF, 2016; Davies et al., 2011). Consequently, SME managers must be skilled 
in building and managing the dynamics of cross-border relations with potential business 
partners and other stakeholders. This research will contribute to this debate by arguing 

international managers. 

Debate 2: A broader understanding of the concept of international relation competency

The second theoretical debate to which this thesis contributes relates to the concept of 
international relation competency. Several studies on international business subscribe to the 
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argument that the unique capabilities of internationalizing SMEs are closely aligned with 
the knowledge, skills and attitudes of their managers. However, the variety of overlapping 
labels of international competencies described in the literature illustrates that there is hardly 

Some authors agree that intercultural competency is key for export managers (Chandra et 
al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2006; Bücker 2013), whereas other authors claim that personal 

2011). 

Given the importance of relationships within the business networks (Holm et al., 1996; 

to build successful relationships with potential business partners in other countries. 

skills and attitudes, derived from various labels of international competencies, into the IRC 

from other countries. 

Debate 3: International business education 

From an educational perspective, the concept of social capital can be considered an 
investment in human capital (Villar & Albertín, 2010). Human capital can be considered 
a key factor in the knowledge-based society where IHEs are responsible for preparing 
students to enter the job market. The competency-based learning format of IHEs enables 

and attitudes, while taking into account the latest developments in technologies, science 

components of social capital, such as the social interaction between university lecturers 
and students that facilitates access and exploitation from social capital (Wilson, 2012). 

The debate on competency-based learning is about whether international business education 
can meet the current business needs (Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2007; Milhauser & Rahschulte, 
2010). Graduates and employers perceive a knowledge gap between the context and content 
of business education. On the one hand, some studies question the added value of academic 
learning combined with students´ exposure to the work practice of their chosen profession 
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given the risk of becoming too dependent on professional practice, and thus diminishing 
the responsibility of IHEs to train students (Visscher-Voerman, 2018). On the other hand, 
some studies claim that skills development at IHEs needs to be linked to existing, complex, 

business education, the learning experience becomes more powerful for students because 
they engage with problem solving and decision-making processes (Wurdinger & Carlson, 
2010) inherent to the dynamics in international business practice. Contributing to this 
debate, this research explores the extent to which international business education meets 
current business needs from the perspective of employers, alumni and lecturers. 

2.4 Outline of the thesis

along with research background and research objectives. Chapters 3 through 6 describe the 

competencies that SME employers in the Netherlands and Germany need from graduates 
for international starting positions. Moreover, the study qualitatively explores how export 
managers of internationalizing SMEs perceive the acquisition and development of selected 
competencies for graduates. Chapter 4 describes the framework of international relation 
competency to analyse the value which representatives of internationalizing SMEs attach 
to the relevant knowledge, skills and attitudes associated with IRC. The qualitative study in 
Chapter 5 examines whether international relation competency is integrated into a bachelor 
programme on international business. Chapter 6 examines the employability of graduates 
in international business from both the employers’ and alumni’s perspective. In chapter 7, 
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Table 1: Overview of the thesis

Chapter Topic Research questions
Quantitative 
study

Qualitative 
study

I
II
 

Introduction 
Research questions 
and Methodological 
framework of the study

To what extent does an international business studies 
curriculum prepare students for a career as a starting 
export professional? 

III International business: 
about the competencies 
of starting export 
professionals in SMEs

1. Which competency requirements do SME-
entrepreneurs set for graduates in international 

? 
2. What knowledge, attitudes and skills do directors 

and export managers of SMEs consider important 
for starting export professionals to have in order to 
carry out their export tasks? 

3. What are the views of the directors and export 
managers of SMEs on the role of education in the 
training of these competencies? 

Article submitted after second round of review: 
Journal for International Business Education

Study 1 in 
Chapter 3

IV International Relation 
Competency: towards 
a framework for 
building international 
relationships with 
foreign business partners

4. How do directors and export managers from SMEs 
rate the importance of export tasks for starting 
export professionals? 

5. How do directors and export managers from SMEs 
rate the importance of the selected knowledge, skills 
and attitudes required to build international business 
relations?

6. What is the interrelationship between the selected 
knowledge, skills and attitudes and the export tasks 
of the starting export professionals? 

7. According to the export managers in SMEs, what 
is the role of IHE’s with regard to the training of 
international relation competency?

Publication: an earlier version of this chapter 
was published in The Routledge Companion to 
International Business, 2018

Publication: International Journal of Higher 
Education, October 2020

Study 2 in 
Chapter 4

V International Relation 
Competency in an 
international business 
curriculum

8. To what extent is international relation competency 
integrated into the curriculum of  
a bachelor programme on international business? 

9. What are the views of lecturers and alumni on the 
importance of IRC for starting export professionals?

10. What are the views of lecturers and alumni on the 
training and development of IRC during the IBL 
bachelor programme?

11. According to the lecturers and alumni, which 
knowledge, skills and attitudes of IRC need to be 
acquired in professional practice?

Study 3 in 
chapter 5 

Study 3 in 
chapter 5

VI The employability 
of graduates in 
international business 

12. To what extent do the views of internationalizing 

international job?

Study 4 in 
chapter 6

Study 4 in 
chapter 6

VII Conclusions and 
contributions 

Contribution of the thesis to the theory and international 
business education, Strengths and Limitations and 
Suggestions for further research
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2.5 Research design 

This study aims to explore and describe international relation competency as a key 

and validating a framework of international relation competency. The study also explores 
whether this competency is embedded in the curriculum of a bachelor programme in 
international business with regard to its impact on the employability of graduates as 
starting export professionals.

The exploratory and measurable questions used in this study are typical for a quantitative 
and qualitative research approach. This so-called mixed method research is a methodology 
that merges the collection, analysis and integration of quantitative data and qualitative data 
(Johanson et al., 2007; Creswell 2014). I used this research approach because it provides 
me with a deeper understanding of IRC and its integration into the bachelor education 
in international business. Moreover, this method allows me to approach the topic from 

qualitative approach. 

The mixed method research is used by pragmatic researchers who believe that the qualitative 
and quantitative approaches are complementary (Feilzer, 2010; Creswell, 2014). In their 
view, a phenomenon can be considered from either an objective and measurable perspective 
or a subjective and constructed perspective. This implies that quantitative research aims to 
gain knowledge through examining relationships between and among the components of 
a phenomenon, and qualitative research attempts to interpret phenomena in the settings in 
which people behave, and attach meaning to these contexts. 

In addition to data collection, I used qualitative and quantitative data analysis to examine 

and comparing these data with earlier research outcomes and literature, I combined the 
inductive and deductive reasoning processes in a practical way as a logical component 
of the mixed method research (Morgan, 2007; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). This study 
describes the theoretical conceptualization of international relation competency and 
includes developing and validating a framework of international relation competency. The 
study aims to generate and test theory about international relation competency in order 
to collect valuable knowledge that can be shared (Feilzer, 2010). In the next section, I 
describe the research approaches of the four studies of my research that are typical for the 
mixed methods research design.
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2.5.1 Research approaches

that graduates need in international business in order to obtain a better understanding of the 
preferred export tasks of starting export professionals with related competencies. Moreover, 
the aim is to learn more about the entrepreneurs´ views regarding the development of 
selected competencies during bachelor education in international business. Based on 
theories and literature on international competencies and the competency-based learning 
format of IHEs, I conducted interviews with Dutch and German SME directors and export 
managers.

international relation competency, based on a literature review of relation management and 
international competencies. The framework of IRC is focused on the initiation phase of 
relation management with business partners in foreign countries, since this phase requires 

designed a web survey with semi-structured scaled questions for SME directors and export 
managers. The quantitative data was complemented with qualitative responses from the 
SME directors and export managers on the role that Institutions of Higher Education 
need to play in the development of international relation competency. The survey results 
incorporate a combination of numerical and thematic research data. 

I wanted to understand if, and how international relation competency has been integrated 
into the curriculum of a bachelor programme in international business. Therefore, I 
collected data in the study described in Chapter 5 using a qualitative and quantitative 

of a bachelor programme on international business. In this case, the qualitative data was 

business education context. During the interviews, I investigated the importance that the 

integrated into the curriculum. The decision to use interviews was based on the need to gain  
insight into the lecturers’ opinions, experiences and views on this topic. To complement and 

quantitative responses from alumni of the bachelor programme in international business, 
young professionals who graduated from the programme between 2010-2015. Using a web 
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survey with semi-structured scaled questions, I collected their complementary views to 

perceptions that internationalizing SMEs have regarding the importance and integration 
of international relation competency into a bachelor programme in international business.

international job after graduation according to the internationalizing SMEs and alumni 
of the bachelor programme in international business. In particular, I asked in what way 
education could contribute to students’ development of international relation competency 
with regard to authentic learning experiences. Whereas most studies have examined 

graduates in international business on their employability. The perspectives of both the 
internationalizing SMEs and the alumni are taken into account to provide IHEs insight 
into the relevance of training and developing international relation competency in the 

was based on a web-survey addressing internationalizing SMEs and alumni of the bachelor 
programme in international business.
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Table 2: Methods of data collection and analysis in the Chapters 3-6

Chapter Topics Method of data collection Method of data analysis

Chapter 3 International business: 
about the competencies 
of the starting export 
professional in SMEs

Interview study
45 directors / export managers from 
Dutch SMEs
45 directors / export managers from 
German SMEs
Data sources incorporated in the study:
 Analysis of websites related to the 
cases
 Analysis of documents related to cross 

Qualitative analysis 

Chapter 4 International Relation 
Competency: a 
framework for building 
international relationships

Survey study 

Sample: 
111 directors / export managers from 
Dutch SMEs

Descriptive analysis
Correlation analysis
Multiple linear regression 
analysis 

Chapter 5 International Relation 
Competency in 
international business 
education

Document analysis:
 Analysis of documents related to the 
international business curriculum and 
the accreditation of the International 
Business programme
 Analysis of public documents and 
website of the bachelor programme in 
international business 

Interview study 

Sample: 
Semi-structured interviews with 16 
lecturers and the programme director of 
the bachelor programme in international 
business

Survey study 

Sample:
22 alumni of the bachelor programme in 
international business

Qualitative analysis

Qualitative analysis

Descriptive analysis 

Chapter 6 The employability of 
graduates in international 
business 

Survey study 

Sample: 
111 directors / export managers from 
Dutch SMEs
17 alumni of the bachelor programme in 
international business

Descriptive analysis 





This study is based on elaborations of existing data from a joint research project on 
international competencies carried out by L. van Weerden and Dr. F. Vonk.

Chapter 3
 International business:  

about the competencies of  
starting export professionals in SMEs
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Abstract

Given SMEs’ growing need of graduates with degrees in international business, this 

Netherlands and Germany expect from graduates for international starting positions. The 
chapter aims to describe international competencies which are of paramount importance 

qualitatively explores how export managers of internationalizing SMEs perceive the 
acquisition and development of key competencies for graduates based on interviews.
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3.1 Introduction

The globalization of the world’s economy has made it possible for SMEs to become 

rationalization of work processes, high production costs, the globalization of labour and 
the outsourcing of business activities, together with technological and communication 
innovations (Morgan & Katsikeas, 1997; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). In various export 
performance studies, exporting competitiveness has been explained by the fact that 
internationalizing SMEs are more innovative and successful than companies that primarily 

and process innovations (Coviello & Martin, 1999) and the development of management 
capabilities (Johanson & Mattsson, 1988; Melén & Nordman, 2009)

Consequently, companies not only need adequate managerial skills to establish technological 
alignment with common international standards and business methods, but they also need 
the international skills from export managers to help them stay ahead of global competition 
(Bücker, 2013; Leonidou et al., 2007; Bertran, 2006; Vonk, 2006). These export managers 
have the relevant international competencies that relate to their professional knowledge, 
interaction and personal adjustment within an international business context. For many 

graduation, IHEs need to have a good understanding of the required knowledge, skills and 
professional attitude that will facilitate a smooth transition from education to international 
starting positions. Following a discussion of the relevance of international competencies 
for SMEs, this chapter aims to describe the international competencies paramount for the 

3.2 International competencies for starting export managers

The success of SMEs internationalization largely depends on the quality of managers 
who have the required skills, knowledge and attitudes to adapt quickly to international 

Achtenhagen, 2011). More SMEs could internationalize but they lack the willingness and 
motivation of a dedicated manager for internationalization (Achtenhagen, 2011). There 
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have been many studies about international competencies that are relevant for export 
managers to operate successfully in international markets. These competency frameworks 
relate directly or indirectly to international business and vary from strategy, managerial 
and personal competency to intercultural, learning and relationship competency. 

gradually extend their network in national and international markets. In times of business 

collaborations has become important for internationalizing SMEs (Leonidou, 2003; Ojala, 

managers have the right competencies. Export managers require international competencies 
to engage in, and manage relations with potential international business partners (Johanson 
& Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975; Johanson & Mattsson, 1988; Ghauri et al., 2003). Examples 
of these international competencies are described in the literature review on export 

cultural sensitivity as the “relation-orientated competencies” that have a positive impact 
on export performance. These two competencies allow export managers of companies 

prerequisite for the development of a successful business relationship (Purhonen, 2012; 

cross-cultural competency, which is needed to cope with complex intercultural encounters. 

3.3 Intercultural competency

Intercultural competency has been researched extensively in various studies and under 

global mindset, cultural empathy and cultural sensitivity (Rathje, 2007). While there are 

(1997, p. 71) as “being able to interact with people from another country and culture in 

contextual nature (Spitzberg, 2003). 

According to Gertsen (1990) who adheres to a structure-oriented model of intercultural 
competency, the concept consists of three interdependent dimensions: a cognitive dimension 
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dimension of intercultural competency relates to how individuals acquire and categorize 
cultural knowledge in their own country and host-countries (Byram, 1997; Earley & Ang, 
2003; Johnson et al., 2006) and it involves business knowledge on project management, 

and ranges from language, communication and commercial skills to leadership and 
organizational skills (Lakey & Canary, 2002; Matveev, 2004; Rathje, 2007; Jackson, 2009; 
Theodosiou & Katsikea, 2007; Sousa & Bradley, 2008; Hagen et al., 2006). Finally, the 

empathy, perseverance and openness toward cultural diversity (Arthur & Bennett, 1995; 
Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven, 2000; Hammer et al. 2003; Bird et al., 2010).

Intercultural competency has also been studied as a developmental process. The 
“Intercultural Sensitivity” model of Bennett (1998) describes intercultural competency 
as a six-stage process, starting from ethnocentrism (one’s own culture seen as the only 

other worldviews). For Bennett (1998), the ultimate goal for a person is to become fully 

In her view, the acquisition of intercultural competency is an ongoing, dynamic process 

competency since the development of intercultural competency is a gradual process fueled 

nor is intercultural competency acquired just by visiting a foreign country by study abroad 
(Armbrust, 2006: Vonk, 2008). 

While researchers agree that intercultural competency is key for export managers (Chandra 
et al., 2009; Davies et al., 2011; Bücker, 2013), the variety of labels used illustrates that 

interaction with people from other countries and cultures (Bücker, 2013). Moreover, each 

raises the question of how to select and train managers to become globally competent. After 
all, internationalizing SMEs call for further development of graduate competencies since 
students of international business are likely to be their future export managers (Jackson, 
2010). Although the importance has been recognized of advancing the understanding of the 
competencies that facilitate international relationship building (Gu et al., 2016; Leonidou et 
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al., 2014; Styles et al., 2008), there appears to be a limited consensus about the competency 
requirements that create value in SMEs internationalization processes. 

Employers expect from business educators that they provide bilingual graduates with 
social and intercultural competencies for operating in a global economy (Hutchinson et al., 
2006; Treleaven et al., 2007). These expectations not only challenge students to acquire 

learning opportunities to develop these sets of competencies. The integration of learning 
and working (Park & Jacobs, 2011), or so-called informal learning, enhances competency 
development as it enables students to engage in work practice and adapt to complex 
work demands (Choi & Jacobs, 2011). Consequently, the acquisition and development 
of international competencies require application within international business practice 
so that it interfaces with the students ability to develop these competencies adequately, a 

goal of this chapter then is to study the international competencies that are of paramount 

overview of competency requirements for starting export professionals from an SME’s 
point of view. 

The research question is: 

Which competency requirements do SME-entrepreneurs set for graduates in international 
? 

To answer this research question, we formulated the following sub-questions based on the 
knowledge, skills and attitude dimensions of competencies:
1.  What knowledge, attitudes and skills do directors and export managers of SMEs 

consider important for starting export professionals to have in order to carry out their 
export tasks? 

2.  What are the views of the directors and export managers of SMEs on the role of 
education in the training of these competencies? 

3.4 Method 

To answer the research question, we involved Dutch and German employers in our study 
given the fact that Germany holds a stable position in the top 10 of the international 
ranking lists of largest economy and global competitiveness, right after The United States 
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and China (RVO.nl, 2020). As our neighboring country, Germany is also the main trade 
partner of the Netherlands (CBS, 2018) which is why we think it is important to gain a 
better insight into their competency requirements for starting export professionals. We 

part is a study conducted among 45 representatives from Dutch SMEs, while the second 
part consists of a study conducted among 45 representatives from German SMEs. 

3.4.1 Participants and selection
Participants were comprised of representatives from Dutch and German SMEs from 

professionals. We selected SMEs to participate in the research based on the size of their 
international trade (10% or more export turnover) as export is the most important turnover 
generator. Generally export covers 30 to 80% of turnover compared to 5 to 20% for import. 
We chose the method of snowball sampling to build up a set of companies. The companies 
were selected based on the existing contacts of the researchers involved in the Netherlands 

at the end of each interview, respondents were asked if we could contact their network 
relations for additional respondents.

For the studies, 90 SME managers were selected and interviewed in personal interviews, 
either face-to-face (n=85) or in some cases by phone (n=5). The interviewees consisted 
of director owners, export managers and HR managers of internationalizing SMEs from 

within them are expected to operate an international scale (CBS, 2018) and thus may hire 

Table 3: Number of interviews per trade 

Study 1 
(The Netherlands)

Study 2 
(Germany)

Business Services 9 10
Trade 8 10
Industry 10 10
IT & High Tech 18 15

Total 45 45

Business Services comprised carriers, tax and legal advisors, lawyers, business consultants, 
Trade there were wholesalers 
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as well as retailers selling adhesive materials, wood, machines, toothbrushes, yarn and 
heaters. The industrial companies interviewed produce textile, technical equipment, 
engravings and etchings, paint components, packaging equipment, dyes, bodyworks, 
steel and wallpaper. In High-Tech companies, we see the development of a variety of 

systems. IT 
applications, and system management. 

3.4.2 Data collection and data analysis
For the data collection, we conducted semi-structured interviews as this allows the 
interviewees to introduce new ideas during the interviews. In addition to the interviews, 
we used some illustrative examples of companies from various sectors that allowed us to 
gather new knowledge to interpret prior research. The illustrative examples of the Dutch 

with the Dutch SMEs were conducted by the author of this thesis. The other interviews 
were carried out by lecturers from a UAS who had a background in international marketing 
and management. These interviews were supervised and analysed by researchers from 
the Dutch Economic Institute for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (EIM) who had 
extensive experience in qualitative research amongst SME entrepreneurs. The interviews 
with the German entrepreneurs were conducted by two experienced researchers with 
a business background from the Gelsenkirchen/Bocholt UAS in Germany under the 
supervision of researcher Dr. F. Vonk. The data analysis of the German interviews was 
done by the author and researcher Dr. F. Vonk in close cooperation with researchers from 
the Gelsenkirchen/Bocholt UAS. The interviews lasted 60-90 minutes and were taped and 
transcribed for analysis. 

3.4.3 Interview protocol
We carried out interviews using the same protocol for the Dutch and German companies, 
in Dutch and German respectively (Table 4). The interviews were set up around 

dimensions of competencies that starting export professionals should possess in order to 
become successful in their international tasks. We developed a draft questionnaire with 

drawn from a literature review of selected competency frameworks on international 
management competencies (Johanson & Vahlne, 1990; Bolten, 2004; Bücker, 2013). 
The draft questionnaire was piloted in a study conducted among ten directors and export 

A). 
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Table 4: Interview protocol for Dutch and German SMEs

Dimensions of competency Topic References

Knowledge Product knowledge

Project management

Problem-solving

Relation management 

Knowledge of other cultures and 
countries 

Dainty (2008)
Bolten (2001)

Orgean et al. (2009)
Bolten (2004)

Willingham (2009) 
Kolmos & Egelund-Holgaard (2017)

Bloemer (2009)
Johanson & Vahlne (2009) 
Purhonen (2012)

Rathje (2007)
Earley & Ang (2003)

Skills Language Hagen et al. (2010)
Rathje (2007)

Communication Lakely & Canary (2002)
Matveev (2004 )
Sousa and Bradley (2008)

Commercial Jackson, (2009)
Theodosiou & Katsikea (2007)

Attitudes

Role of education 

Creativity

Open to other cultures

Cultural empathy

Flexibility

Social initiative

Independent learning

Competency-based learning

Harris, (1975)
Jackson (2009)

Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman (2003)
Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven (2000)

Van Oudenhoven & Van der Zee (2002) 
Harvey & Moeller (2009)
Hunter et al. (2006)

Arthur & Bennet (1995)
Bird et al. (2010)
Matsumoto et al. (2001)

Leone, et al. (2005)
Di Meglio (2008)

Harrison (2000)
Newton (2009)

Ogrean et al., (2009)
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3.5 Results

In the following sections, we describe the results of the interviews with Dutch and German 
companies respectively on their views about the competencies needed for starting export 
professionals and the role of education in the training of these competencies. For each 
component of the questionnaire, we give an overview of typical quotes. For the Dutch and 
German interviewees, the quotes are described in Table 5. 

3.5.1 Study 1: Results of the interviews with Dutch SMEs
This section presents the results of the interviews with the Dutch directors and export 
managers of SMEs. There are 
sectors gleaned from interviews with an IT/High-Tech, industrial and service company 
respectively. Additionally, we will describe the directors’ and export managers’ views on 
the role of IHEs regarding the acquisition and development of the knowledge, skills and 
attitudes in the curricula of bachelor programmes in international business. 

3.5.1.1 Knowledge 

international strategy, which is why many of the Dutch interviewees consider the operational 
tasks to be more important than the management skills. For them, relation management 
with existing customers and international dealers as well as negotiation and acquisition of 
new business partners are deemed more important than the ability to carry out marketing 
and export strategy plans. According to one interviewee, “we need graduates who can think 
and act from a market perspective. They must be able to critically and precisely investigate 
new markets instead of collecting existing market knowledge”. Many directors believe 
that it is possible to sell a technical product if one understands can sell a technical product 

“needs young talents 
with a technical background who have commercial skills and speak several languages”. To 
carry out the international strategy of the company, the director of company A emphasizes 

with IT and “therefore we increasingly hire high potentials from other countries; it doesn’t 
matter to us where they come from and what their cultural background is. Preferably, I 
want salespeople who have some product knowledge on software licensing”. Moreover, 
most interviewees emphasized that starting export professionals need to have some basic 
knowledge of export management, which includes knowledge of the impact of cultural 
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economy, society and history is also considered as an important asset to avoid mistakes in 
negotiating processes and solving problems with foreign partners. 

3.5.1.2 Skills
The operational tasks mentioned earlier are, above all, related to the skills dimension, 
such as the ability to communicate in various languages. The interviewees highly valued 
communication skills, particularly with giving presentations and handling customers’ needs. 
Concerning their international tasks, the director of company B wanted to employ “only 
young export professionals with strong communication skills because they need to give 
many presentations about market analysis reports”
indicated that commercial skills are important for starting export professionals to carry 

Both the director-owner of company C and the director of company A emphasized that for 
them commercial skills also include willingness to travel frequently. 

according to interviewees. 

for a graduate’s proper functioning in his international job. According to the director of 
“the 

preferably French”. The director of company C stated that for the acquisition of new 
customers and the negotiations with foreign partners, adequate language skills, preferably 
English, French, Spanish, and German, evidently play a part as the consultants are expected 
to give many presentations in foreign languages. The need for language skills depends, 
among other things, on a company’s international strategy and the international markets 
to be developed. For designing a website or brochure, the interviewees indicated that they 
usually hire professional translation services. However, in many cases the interviewees 

company A require “excellent 

the director of the company. 

3.5.1.3 Attitude 

The interviews made clear that Dutch entrepreneurs set store by a graduate’s attitude: 
“The persons themselves are more important, not so much the things they have learned 
in college”. The preferred operational tasks are related to such attitude dimensions as 
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talents to step into the shoes of the other, no matter where in the world” as the key attitude 
of the export manager. In addition, some interviewees mentioned integrity as an important 
attitude for their sales managers, given the importance of maintaining relationships with 
customers all over the world. For the director of company A, business ethics is equally 
important and “more graduates should be aware of good business manners and treat foreign 
business partners with respect”. The director of company B expects from their employees 
“an open attitude and integrity, which means that they should have the right manners for 
honest business with international partners”. Many interviewees regarded self-motivation 
and an independent learning attitude “as the basic attitudes for starting export professionals” 
as these attitudes are relevant when working in a small company that operates in a global 
world. For the director of company C, showing initiative, self-motivation and perseverance 
is crucial. These attitudes, together with the ability to translate new ideas into project plans, 
are decisive for him when selecting new employees. In his view, “graduates should come 
up with three solutions, not just talk about the problem”.

3.5.1.4 The role of education
For most interviewees, the acquisition and development of selected knowledge, skills 
and attitudes are left mainly in the hands of the institutions of higher education. They 
assumed that students acquire knowledge and develop skills during internships with 

increase in the number of those internships to stress the importance of gaining practical 
work experience during bachelor education. The director of company A advocated more 
practical work experiences, like internships and traineeships with companies during the 

management, their networking ability and their empowerment. The director of company 
C also claimed that students are better prepared for their sales jobs if they are given the 
opportunity to gain international work experiences during their studies, preferably through 
students exchange programmes: “these experiences become more valuable if students 
also acquire deep cultural knowledge on foreign countries and societies”. With regard to 
the development of attitudes, many interviewees in this study assumed that students do 
not develop them during bachelor education but rather in casual social settings, such as 
sports clubs or student jobs. That said, it appears that the interviewees do not have a clear 
picture as to what they can expect from institutions of higher education about their role in 
preparing students for international business practice.
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IT Company A
Company A is a data software company that produces specialized data software for 

service departments throughout the US, Asia and Europe, the company serves customers 

have practical experience in banking implementations. The sales department employs 

director of company A, sales managers need to know about banking, risk management 
and software licenses. Moreover, language knowledge and skills, and the willingness to 
travel are necessary requirements. Given the fact that the sales managers spent 60% of 
their time on relationship management and 40% of their time on the administrative follow 
up of sales activities, the director considers relation management and a commercial 
attitude to be decisive skills when hiring new employees. To him, a commercial attitude 
also includes responsibility and creativity. 

Industrial company B
Company B produces specialized machinery harvesters, washing installations and 
processing lines for the agricultural industry and other industrial applications such as 

the American and Canadian markets, the company has its production plant in the 
United States with 60 employees. Through a continued emphasis on quality, the use of 
innovative materials and improvement of the manufacturing technology, the company 
has a growing international customer base. The sales opportunities in France are being 

visited on-site. The director of company B preferably hires starting export professionals 
who have technical knowledge but also knowledge on the society, history and culture of 
countries. Given that new customers are selected through partnerships with local agents 
and dealers in the export countries, the initiations and maintenance of business relations, 
communication skills, the development of new business and the acquisition of export 
orders are the key tasks for newly hired sales employees. According to the director, 
these tasks require language and commercial skills, and an open-minded attitude and 
integrity while dealing with international business partners. 
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Business Services Company C

countries. The services for the representatives vary from negotiation with sponsors and 
the organization of travel arrangements to medical, training and marketing assistance. 

organization of clinics and press conferences, recruitment of athletic for (inter) national 
events and the organization of athletic events worldwide. The company employs 
13 people and has a turnover of 90% in export in Europe, Asia and the US. For its 
international activities, the company works with local agents in China and Mexico. Nine 
out of 13 employees are involved with international tasks such as relation management, 
organizing events and supporting athletes. For the director, newly hired graduates should 
have knowledge of software and the internet, master their languages, be very creative 
and be able to organize their workload. The latter requires an independent learning 
attitude, which is also important given the frequent traveling. 

Company illustrations adapted from Vonk, (2006).

3.5.2 Study 2: Results of the interviews with German SMEs
In the German study, we interviewed directors and export managers of internationalizing 

 This section presents 
the results that pertain to the required competencies for successful internationalization 
strategies, which serve as a basis for answering the following question: what knowledge, 
attitudes and skills do directors and export managers from German SMEs consider 

of competency needs within the various sectors, gleaned from interviews with an IT/
High-Tech, industrial and service company respectively. Additionally, we will describe 
the directors’ and export managers’ views on the acquisition and development of the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes in the curricula of bachelor programmes in international 
business. For each component of the questionnaire, we give an overview of typical quotes. 
For the German interviewees, the quotes are described in Table 5.

3.5.2.1 Knowledge
  of them considered strategic 

alliances with foreign partners to be an important means to remain competitive in various 
international markets. They acknowledged the need to build international networks, even 
though many interviewees found that relationship management is not important until the 
UAS graduate is employed by a company. Therefore, the German interviewees consider 
the acquisition of knowledge on relation management equally important as the ability to 
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from industrial SMEs exhibit a strong preference for young graduates with a technical 
background and product knowledge, preferably in combination with commercial skills. 

important point of interest but also project management and some business acumen. This is 
illustrated by the director of company D: ‘a bachelor’s degree with extensive knowledge of 

. The director 

remains important for our employees’. Project management, such as supervising a project 

international business and should be acquired through long term stays in foreign countries.

3.5.2.2 Skills
The German interviewees highly valued communication skills, particularly presentation 
skills and handling customers’ needs. For the director of company E, ‘communication skills 
are important for the implementation of our internationalization strategy’. However, the 
director expresses his doubts about the level of communication skills of young graduates. 
The global expansion of company A requires continuous feedback of new customer data and 
growth potential, and international contacts are made through an active approach to various 
markets simultaneously. Consequently, the right attitudes and commercial skills are highly 
valued by the company’s director: ‘successful cooperation with business partners often 
depends on having the right entrepreneurial attitude. Moreover, our employees must have 
the right communication skills linked to relationship building’. Matters such as product 
presentations, sales pitches, small talk and written correspondence are considered important 

by Polish, Russian and Chinese for the German entrepreneurs, is an essential element 
for graduates’ proper functioning in their international job. Despite the global reach of 
the companies, it is noteworthy that High-Tech companies, such as companies D and 

Some interviewees (18,41,44) consider the major problem of most graduates their lack of 

relationships with customers. 
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3.5.2.3 Attitudes

take centre place with the interviewees in their expectations of graduates. Surprisingly, 
these attitudes are also highly valued by directors of IT and High-Tech companies, even 
though one would expect that they would consider product knowledge to be more important. 
The director of company E expresses his need for ‘generalists’ rather than specialists as 
“it is impossible to transform an engineer into a salesperson. We therefore need people 

it easy to contact other people. If they can empathize with people from other cultures, it 
becomes easier to build relationships with potential business partners based on trust”. For 
the managing director of company E, personality is usually a critical factor when hiring 
new employees as “in the headhunting sector it is very important to have an interest in 
people, also from other cultures”. Many interviewees emphasize that they expect from 
graduates an independent learning attitude and self-motivation as internationalization with 
small companies can be a ‘long and lonely journey’. In their opinion, the acquisition of 
these attitudes is a gradual ongoing process developed through students’ experiences in 
professional business settings.

3.5.2.4 The role of education
From the interviews it became clear that German professional education is focused 

management. Interestingly, the skills and attitudes are mentioned in particular by directors 
in the High-Tech sector, both as entry requirements for graduates and as tasks for the 
educational institutes. They assumed that skills and attitudes could do with a lot more 

recurring topic in the German interviews was whether education is indeed the place to 
teach the attitudes and skills. The respondents advocated more practical work experiences, 
such as internships and traineeships during the bachelor programme, to support students’ 

their empowerment. 

With regard to the acquisition of a second and third language, almost all German interviewees 
suggested that instructors should take into account the need of professional practice when 

This need, ranging from writing emails and quotations in a foreign language to a product 
presentation and answering complicated technical questions, should be made more 
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in emails, which can best be learned within the company. 

Some directors support the idea that IHEs should increase authentic assignments for 
students to develop their skills, e.g. regarding the acquisition of export orders. Moreover, 
the interviewees think that through such assignments the students become acquainted with 
the entrepreneurial reality. Finally, virtually no interviewees see how education can have 
an active role in the development of relevant attitudes. 

High-Tech company D
Company D, a high-tech company from Gelsenkirchen (40 employees), has 40% of 
its turnover from export to countries such as North-Africa, Switzerland, Austria and 
South Africa. Company D has a strategic alliance with Novell in North America and 
together with Novell more than 40 countries can be reached. Strategically this involves a 
systematic and structured market approach and international contacts are made through 
an active approach of various markets simultaneously. For distribution purposes, 
company D has a department for the German market and one for other markets. The 
organization has a divisional structure and the divisions work independently with 
their budgets and are headed by a deputy manager who, as a representative of the 
board, can operate independently. The company employs primarily natural scientists, 
mathematicians and computer scientists. With company D the important skills for 
starting export professionals are: expert knowledge and commercial skills, command of 

and acting. 

Industrial company E
Company E, a large industrial company and producer and supplier of packaging 
machines for the food and pharmaceutical industry, employs 120 people and has a 
turnover of 50% in export (worldwide, mainly in Europe and Asia). The company uses 
freelancers who are familiar with the various markets and work on the basis of personal 
contacts. Exhibitions and customers are visited on-site. E’s organizational structure is 

not structurally divided according to language areas. This means that there is a need for 

structure: personalities are needed, people with manners, responsibility and human 
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Business Service company F

A head hunter from Frankfurt/M, company F, employs an aggressive strategy of expansion. 

Milan, Moscow and Hong Kong) in the years to come. Company F follows in the wake 
of the economic expansion of others. Their information does not come from extensive 

specialists for special geographical areas or special branches. Rather, customers are paired 
with employees who counsel them from beginning to end. Thus project management, 

important skill, as well as business sense. Here, too, foreign experience plays a major part 
in the hiring policy. Furthermore, managerial, communication and social skills as well 

evidently play a part. A background in economics is considered important but employees 

too. This is because in most cases personality is the deciding factor when considering 
suitability.

Company illustrations adapted from Vonk, (2008).

Table 5: An overview of the typical quotes from Dutch and German interviewees

Dimensions
Typical quotes from Dutch SMEs Typical quotes from German SMEs

Knowledge
Product knowledge We prefer graduates to have basic 

technological knowledge
(product knowledge is important but..) You 
cannot build a successful company by employing 
solely engineers

Export management Knowing the basics of export 
management also involves critical 
thinking and working accurately

Small companies have to deal with 
internationalization and this trend gives 
graduates with knowledge of international 
business the opportunity for an international 
career 
This knowledge is far too academic and is better 

Project management Project management is very 
important and graduates learn this in 
our company ‘on the job’

Graduates need to learn not only why project 
management is important but also how to 
organize and plan projects from acquisition to 
delivery of products

Problem solving We see that problem solving is 
getting more important due to the 
growing demands of our customers 

If you can improvise, it will be easier to solve 
problems
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Relation 
management

Not only theory on relation 
management is relevant but, more 
importantly, how to build up a 
relevant network 

Knowledge of relation management is 
equally important as the willingness to build 
relationships

Knowledge of 
other cultures and 
countries

You need to know and to be curious 
about what is going on in other 
countries concerning social life, 
economy and culture.

are not so important, it is the 
experience in other countries that 
counts

is necessary, and then you should visit other 
countries to test this knowledge

Skills

Languages Language skills are the most 
important in an export job but 
the level (of the starting export 
professional) is not good enough.

Thanks to language skills you will 
learn more about cultures

negotiations, telephone class, sales pitches, 
product presentations, etc. 
In the case of legal contracts, we hire a translator 

Language breaks linguistic barriers and opens 
doors to other foreign markets 
Problems are often solved with small talk

Communication Communication skills are important 
for presentations and market reports 
in clear writing
Chasing after customers means a lot 
of telephone calls

Communication training in foreign languages 
is what we need: writing emails, PowerPoint 
presentations, describing technical processes, 
client contacts, etc

Commercial Our sales managers spend 70% 
of their time on building and 
maintaining relationships
Developing new business 
opportunities means for us setting 
the right atmosphere instead of 
direct sales. 
Commercial attitude to me means 
taking responsibility and being 
creative

The need to understand and judge potential 
customers 

The most important part of the curriculum is the 
training that concern sales and cost calculations

Attitudes

Creativity (they should have) ‘an 
entrepreneurial, creative mindset 
so that they can develop innovative 
ideas into an operational plan’.

I want them to ‘look around the corner’ or ‘to 

students

Open to other 
cultures

In our company, we want young 
people who have a strong personality 
and who are open to other persons 
and ideas

The basic of intercultural competency is within 
people themselves 

How do we learn students to be open to other 
cultures in virtual cooperation?
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Cultural empathy No teaching knowledge in 
intercultural management but it is 
the attitude to put oneself into the 
shoes of the other anywhere in the 
world that matters

Empathy is the basic attitude for building 
relationships with customers in other countries

Flexibility

situations in industrial sectors
Look behind the façade of the other 
and act upon that

because then they learn the most 

Social Initiative We believe in guts and pleasure 
Persons who are energetic and 
assertive can always work in our 
company

Be prepared for the realistic, harsh business life

( They should have) not only an active attitude 
but patience is also important in international 
business 

Independent learning Graduates need better self- 
organizing skills

One of the major problems with graduates is 
their lack of critical thinking and independent 
learning
I want graduates to keep on learning during their 
job

Role of Education: International experiences are far 
more important than just teaching 
theory

Are schools able to teach students the relevant 
attitudes?

Knowledge

Skills

Attitudes

The education programs are not 

professions

What can we as employers 
actually expect from graduates in 
international business?

A better balance is needed; There 
are too little practice and too much 
unnecessary knowledge

To integrate ‘training on the job’ 
in the curriculum would help to 
develop skills

Students need to get the chance to 
work in a company to get to know 
business practice and develop 
professional skills

To study abroad is more important 
than to gain work experience during 
one’s study

International experiences, like 
internship or study abroad, are 
essential during for the interpersonal 
contacts

In my opinion, the development of skills and 
attitudes primarily takes place in work practice

To apply knowledge in practice is very much 
needed through projects

To gain international experiences by study 
abroad, international internships and student 
exchanges might help to improve language skills

I am convinced that these attitudes can be 
learned during one’s study but I am not sure if 
lecturers realize how important this is
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3.5.3 Similarities and differences between the Dutch and German interviewees
Comparing the results of the German and Dutch interviews, we can identify some similarities 

as well as in the role of IHEs. 

The interviews with the German and Dutch SME directors and export managers revealed 

professionals, in particular concerning how these aspects are applied in work practice. 
Many employers across industrial sectors discussed the advantages of employing business 

management. With regard to skills, it appeared that the German and Dutch interviewees based 
their selection of starting export professionals primarily on language and communication 
skills. The employer’s expectations of business graduates with regard to language skills 
were remarkably similar. Language skills are mentioned frequently by the Dutch and 
German IT/High-Tech companies as a crucial requirement for starting export professionals. 

more important in IT and High-Tech sectors but, apparently, entrepreneurial experiences 
abroad, linked to languages, are equally important. Concerning attitude requirements, Dutch 
and German employers favour an open attitude towards other cultures and knowledge of 

Dutch entrepreneurs regard self-motivation and an independent learning attitude as basic 

whether a student eventually will have the capacity to study and graduate at the bachelor 

Based on the examples of the Dutch and German companies in the three sectors, however, 

between the sectors. Attitudes are mentioned relatively often in the IT/High-Tech sector by 
German directors, and in the business service sector by both Dutch and German directors, 
even though one would expect product knowledge to be considered more important for 

For instance, the IT sector often requires product knowledge of software and database 
development whereas the High-Tech sector expects graduates to have some technical 
knowledge or at least some sympathy with technical applications of products. 
 
Practically all Dutch and German interviewees support the idea that education must be 
better geared towards the requirements for starting export professionals from work 
practice. For them, language acquisition is often a matter for education and they suggest 
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including their needs about language learning, which could range from writing emails in a 
foreign language to a marketing presentation and discussing quotations. This need should 

expectations related to the role of IHEs in teaching students the required competencies. 

We noted that the Dutch and German SME directors agree that the application of theories 
in professional practice during bachelor education deserves a lot more attention than it 

attention to knowledge acquisition but underemphasize the development of attitudes and 
skills as well as the practical application of theory. Apparently, education performs poorly 
in this regard although it is conceivable that a student who applies for an export position 
within, for instance, a technical sector has received a technical education with little training 
in social competencies. This appears to be the general view of the technically educated. 

That said, it turns out from the Dutch and German interviews that Dutch education at 
UAS is generally speaking more practice- or profession-oriented while the German UAS 
still focus their attention on knowledge acquisition and the development of technical 

but underemphasize the development of attitudes and skills and the practical application 

sensitivity during education. A lot is learned ‘on the spot’ and practical experience should 
therefore constitute a large part of professional education.

The relations between education and the business world, for instance through professional 
advisory committees, is less developed in Germany. This is in particular the case for SMEs’ 
involvement in the curriculum. Students are often not prepared for working with SMEs: 
IHEs often teach ‘global company thinking’, which is of little use in SMEs. It is advisable 
to, in conjunction with SMEs, determine a more precise set-up of the curricula, thus 
making sure education and practice are better attuned. It would be obvious to link this to 

which incidentally are less strongly represented in the curricula in Germany than in the 

3.5.4 Professional profile starting export professional 
Based on the competencies that have been mentioned by the Dutch and German interviewees 
as deemed crucial for the successful performance of a starting export professional, we 

 As discussed in this study, international business 
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implies that starting export professionals have to deal with the complexity of intercultural 

conduct if they do not have the relevant competencies to carry out their export tasks. 

professional attitudes determine how to use this knowledge and skillset. In our study, 
we used competency frameworks to illustrate this interrelationship between successfully 

communication skills and open attitude towards other cultures. Based on the outcome of 

export professionals need to be sensitive towards the various intercultural contexts. 
Therefore, students should develop a certain degree of this context-sensitivity through 
learning opportunities in international business settings during bachelor programmes, such 
as international collaboration in intercultural teams. 

3.6 Discussion

The purpose of the study was to determine the views of representatives of Dutch and 
German SMEs on competency requirements related to relevant export tasks for graduates 

the role of IHE´s regarding the development of international competencies during the 
bachelor degree programme. Based on the results of interviews, a number of constants 
can be determined, both concerning the current requirements for future employees in 
SMEs and for higher professional education. Overall, the majority of the SME directors 
expect to expand their international activities in the near future, particularly for the Dutch 
entrepreneurs as their home market is too small for sustainable growth. They acknowledge 
their need for competent graduates from UAS to realize this international expansion (CBS, 
2018; Nederlands Comité voor Ondernemerschap, 2019; Vonk, 2006). 

Practically all Dutch and German interviewees considered strategic alliances with foreign 
partners an important means to remain competitive in various international markets, an 

of business globalization (Lindstrand et al., 2011; Ojala, 2009). We think that these 
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support internationalization theories which maintain that the competencies of international 

3.6.1 Knowledge
The Dutch and German directors and export managers consider operational tasks more 
important than the ability to carry out research and to draw up marketing or export plans. 
As shown in the vignettes of the companies A – F, practical skills and attitudes related to the 
operational tasks appear to be the basis for the successful performance of starting export 
professionals. That said, management tasks are not as highly valued as had generally been 

(2007) and Orgean et al. (2009) on the importance of managers’ intercultural competency 
used to cope with complex intercultural encounters, this study shows that knowledge of 

export professionals according to the Dutch and German entrepreneurs. Concerning SMEs’ 
internationalization strategy of networking and relation management (Bloemer, 2009; 

of relation management serves as a basic condition for export success, only if it is applied 
in practice. This means that this knowledge can be used as input for building relationships 
with foreign business partners. 
 
3.6.2 Skills

(Purhonen, 2012; Bloemer, 2009; Charles, 2007; Duncan & Moriarty, 1998). The 
importance of these skills can be explained by the fact that export management has evolved 
from pioneering in new foreign markets to professionally approaching new business 
opportunities in other countries. Hence, the export manager has become a specialist in 

level export managers need to prepare their export tasks carefully, on a company level, 

internationalization processes require full cooperation between for instance administration, 
service and logistics departments of the internal organization, a process which is often 

In this context, it is worth mentioning the branch organizations and the widely branched 
trade fair system in Germany, in which many of the contacts with potential international 
customers are made and maintained, is worth mentioning (Vonk, 2008). Nowadays, these 
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international trade fairs are visited frequently by export managers from technological 

the techniques and innovations supported with solid product information and proven 
samples. Given the growing impact of globalization on their operationalization processes, 

in commercial and language skills.

3.6.3 Attitudes

on attitudes such as openness to other cultures and creativity. Moreover, the outcome of 
this study with Dutch and German SME practitioners supports theoretical research on 
attitudes as the key contributors to successful performance within internationally operating 
companies (Van Heugten et al., 2016). For that reason, these attitudes should not be 
underestimated, especially in German business education. With respondents who indicate 
that at least initially, graduates´ attitudes are of great importance, the question arises 

train in practice. 

3.6.4 The role of education
It appears that education is often too detached from business because it shows more 
concern for theory than work practice. The Dutch and German respondents wonder if the 

into the curriculum of bachelor programmes in international business. This is illustrated by 
the director of the Dutch company B who experienced that graduates ‘did not dare to pick 
up the phone to contact new customers’. The Dutch interviewees assumed that students 
will have ample opportunity and time to acquire the knowledge and skills during work 
placements or external projects for, and assigned by, companies. To ensure the practical 
orientation of bachelor programmes in international business, IHEs usually invite export 
managers as quest speakers or make use of professional advisory committees. However, 
in the view of professional guidance, the German interviewees assumed that students 
will have little opportunity to acquire these experiences since practical components, such 
as in-company assignments, play a minor role in the German curricula. This applies in 
particular to SMEs’ involvement in UAS courses. Nevertheless, many Dutch and German 
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In order to bridge the gap between the needs of internationalizing SMEs and the IHEs, 
professionals – among others represented by various advisory committees – should be 
given more opportunity for active input. Such input is likely to gain currency within 
the curriculum development of international business studies. For the development of 

the education programmes. One Dutch director even suggested including acting classes 
in the curriculum to develop and enhance the creativity of students. In addition to the 
importance of applying theories in practice, some interviewees considered the business 
acumen of graduates to be their greatest asset. Here too, projects involving international 
business practice will supply the necessary experiences. 

It would be obvious to link practical clusters in the curriculum (e.g. internships and work 
and in-company assignments) and complement them with experiences abroad, such as 
studying at a foreign university. Dutch and German students have the option of a dual 
diploma which comprises a course in their own country and two semesters at another 
institute, often abroad. In doing so, students not only improve their language skills but 

cultures. Unfortunately, only a small percentage of Dutch students have work placements 
 

3.7 Conclusion

Our 

of international relationship building relate to the essential individual and social qualities 

value highly the development of pertinent skills and attitudes in practical reality during 
education. A large number of the Dutch and German employers interviewed assumed that 
students already possess these qualities upon graduation. They strongly recommend that 
business educators integrate the training and development of these skills and attitudes 
into the curricula of international business programmes, preferably in close cooperation 
with international business practice. This deserves further empirical research on the 

during education. 
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3.7.1 Implications 
The results of our study reveal a potential disconnect between education and business, 
also found in studies about employers’ demands from business graduates (Jackson, 2010; 
McMurray et al., 2016). There are several possible explanations for this incongruity. 

with international developments in trade and industry and the related export tasks and 

of competencies (Vonk, 2006; Wellington, 2005). Another explanation could be that 

to apply learned theories in practice. Lecturers expose students to various international 
business contexts by way of bringing in export managers as guest speakers, organizing 

limited in their ability to give students the practical experience necessary for learning 
(Boud et al., 1993). Unfortunately, the international expertise of export managers and 
entrepreneurs are only used piecemeal even though students would appreciate more 
professional guidance from these export managers through practical work projects (Vonk, 

and the competencies that can be acquired elsewhere. The directors and export managers in 
our study strongly believed that students should be more aware of the fact that their studies 
are just a starting point of their international career. After their graduation they will learn 

do not work on export tasks alone (Braaksma, 2005). 

3.8 Strengths and limitations

The strength of this study lies in its ability to show empirically the requirements for business 
school graduates who seek a job with internationally active SMEs. The participants in 

countries. This means that its results and relevance apply equally to more than one economic 

German entrepreneurs and bachelor programmes in international business. Researching in 
another culture inevitably increases the research complexity. The fact that we used native 

interpretations did not cause bias and can thus be considered as a strength. Another strength 
of this study relates to the fact that the majority of the Dutch and German SME directors 
expect to expand their international activities in the near future since the Dutch home 

for graduates from UAS to realize the company’s growth.
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That said, a limitation of the study is its scope: larger-scale research would have possibly 
rendered more information. Based on the responses, the characteristics of the group can be 
mapped, which in this study is about the meaning of the group internationalizing SMEs as 

the data were collected in 2006. While the data is somewhat dated, the research focus on 
the connection between business education and SME employers’ needs remains relevant. 
Actual studies on the evaluation of skills of potential new hires also show that teamwork, 

that employers value most in future managers (Winstead et al., 2009, Jackson, 2010). 

for research on the disconnect between education and work practice. 

3.8.1 Recommendations for further research
The outcome of the study has important implications for business educators and also 

two countries found in this study, it could be interesting to expand the research to SME 
companies from other countries as well. To enable comparative research, more country 
samples should be included in future research. A larger international study could contribute 

Another topic that was mentioned frequently by the Dutch and German directors and 
export managers is the increasing role of ethics in international management decisions. 
This topic is gaining ground in international business research and it could be interesting 

interpretations of ethical dilemmas in the decision-making processes of international 
managers. Due to the scope of this study, it was not possible to include this in my research 
but the topic remains high on my research agenda.
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Abstract 

To ensure that the competencies of graduates align with international business practice, 
it is imperative that lecturers have a clear understanding of SMEs’ requirements for 
international relation competency. This is a topic that has received little research attention. 
To address this research gap, I described the concept of international relation competency 
in knowledge, skills and attitudes aspects resulting in a conceptual framework. Next, I used 
the international relation competency framework to analyse the value that representatives 
of internationalizing SMEs attach to selected knowledge, skills and attitudes. I also asked 
about the respondents’ perceptions of the development of the knowledge, skills and attitudes 

relevance of students’ ability to realize international relationships. The results showed a 

and Strategic tasks. The SMEs’ representatives expect Institutions of Higher Education 
to play a more proactive role in the development of international relation competency by 
giving it more focus in the curriculum of bachelor programmes in international business.
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4.1 Introduction

companies due to the potential disconnect between SMEs’ need for international 

business practices (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Allen & Van der Velden, 2011). According 
to directors of exporting SMEs, the export manager must be ‘a jack of all trades’: on the 
one hand, he must understand the basic knowledge of international marketing and strategic 
management, be able to operationalize market research projects and export plans, and 
speak several foreign languages; on the other hand, he must be a team player who excels in 
setting up and maintaining international relationships with potential business partners and 
stakeholders in other countries (Vonk, 2006). 

and marketing (Achtenhagen, 2011). In this study, I will divide these tasks into Strategic, 
Marketing and Relation tasks. To make strategic decisions (Miller et al., 2008) that are 
related to the implementation of a company´s international strategy, export managers use 
their knowledge on strategic management, sales, marketing, production, personnel and 
logistics (Getz & Lee, 2011). The Marketing tasks involve export and market research, the 

activities such as promotion and marketing communication and the use of social media 

activities such as building relationships and the acquisition of potential business partners to 
obtain export orders (Bloemer, 2009). To prepare international business students for these 
export tasks, IHEs must train their students in a large array of relevant skills, knowledge 
and attitudes (Laguador & Ramos, 2014), preferably in alignment with internationalizing 
SMEs. This study is guided by the wish to provide insight into relation management and 
the knowledge, skills and attitudes dimensions of international relation competency. These 

after graduation.

4.2 Relation management

Relation management has become crucial for the success of internationalizing SMEs, 
as has been explored in various export performance studies (Leonidu, 2003; Lages & 
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Montgomery, 2004; Sousa et al., 2008). Due to the increased transparency of international 
business activities, the result of digital and technological innovations, companies have 
experienced increased expectations from their suppliers, customers, producers and other 
external stakeholders. As a result, export managers have to spend more time building 
and maintaining structural relationships with these external parties to strengthen their 

professionals not only require an understanding of the functional knowledge of relation 
management – ranging from checking and sharing business and personal information 
with potential international business partners to customer needs´ analysis, exchange of 
contacts, problem- solving and negotiation (adapted from Purhonen, 2012) – but they 
also require the ability to build relationships with potential international business partners 

this: “Today’s managers must successfully adapt to changing demands and situations, 
manage multiple lateral relationships, set and implement agendas, and cope with stress and 
uncertainty” (Dragoni et al., p.731, 2009). 

In international business, the social interaction of globally acting individuals plays a 
critical role in the initiation, facilitation, and maintenance of relationships (Charles, 2007). 

been carefully analysed in interdisciplinary research studies with links to language, social 
cognition (Heath & Bryant, 2000; Bandura, 2001) and communications as a function of 
developing and maintaining relationships (Purhonen, 2012). When we communicate, we 

initial interactions needed to accomplish goals (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). For the starting 

to anxiety and uncertainty (Gudykunst, 2005). To reduce this uncertainty, people can 
seek information by using the following communication strategies: observing the person 
(passive strategies), asking others about the person or looking up information (active 
strategies) and asking questions and to stimulate self-disclosure (interactive strategies) 
(Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Uncertainty thus can form a barrier for building relationships. 
Managing this uncertainty is therefore a central process in communication with new 
business partners. The focus of this study, then, is the initiation phase of relationship-

unknown potential business partners from foreign countries.
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4.3 International Relation Competency

In addition to communication competency, other competencies may equally contribute to 
building international relationships. For instance, Bloemers’ research (2009) on relation 
management demonstrates that, besides trust, commitment, cultural sensitivity and 

Mattsson, 1988; Hansson et al., 1984). Since personal competencies are important in 
all business relationships (Leonidu et al., 2007), there are reasons to believe that these 
competencies are instrumental for building international business relations. 

theories on international competencies that primarily relate to knowledge (Bolten, 2004; 
Rathje, 2007, Bloemer, 2009), interaction (Early & Ang, 2003; Johnson et al., 2006; 
Purphonen, 2012) and personal adjustment (Bhawuk & Brislin, 1992; Van der Zee & Van 

(attitude) dimensions of competencies. In addition, we used the management competency 

consistently relevant across studies on success factors for starting business graduates (Van 
Heugten et al., 2016). The cognitive dimension of the international relation competency 
framework refers to the functional knowledge of relation management. The behavioral 
dimension refers to language and communication skills of starting export professionals 

understood as the attitude to initiate and engage in social interaction with individuals from 

wishes of business partners (Davis, 1983; Paulhus, 1983). Figure 1 depicts the building 
blocks of IRC. 
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Figure 1: Building blocks of International Relation Competency

In the next section, I will operationalize the three dimensions knowledge, skills and attitudes 
of the conceptual IRC framework. I consider my choice of functional knowledge aspects, 
the communication and language skills indicators and the three attitudes social initiative, 
open-mindedness and cultural empathy, to be crucial for the initiation phase of relationship 
building in dynamic international business settings. Moreover, these three indicators of 

their students. 

4.4 Three dimensions of International Relation Competency

4.4.1 Knowledge

professional use of relationship management. This so-called functional knowledge aligns 
with organizational skills, knowledge management, problem solving and judgment ability 
(Bolten, 2001; Dainty, 2008; Bloemer, 2009). The functional knowledge of international 
relation competency gives starting export professionals the necessary input for the initiation 

can serve several purposes for young export employees to carry out their export tasks, 
ranging from business and personal information exchange, business information check, 
customer needs analysis and problem solving to negotiation, collaboration / co creation 
and contacts exchange.

 International Relation Competency

Knowledge:
Relation

management

Skills:
Languages

Communication

Attitudes:
Social initiative

Open mindedness
Cultural empathy
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4.4.2 Skills
The second dimension of IRC refers to the starting export professional’s ability to 

needs accurate language and communication skills as these skills empower the culture-

and values. Solid language skills are a prerequisite for the development of communication: 
bilingual managers often demonstrate some cultural understanding of the business contacts 

can lead to increased sales.

4.4.2.1 Languages
Good command of languages gives the employees in SMEs added value and is often ranked 
as one of the most desirable basic skills for the successful execution of international tasks 
(Eurobarometer, 2006; Hagen et al., 2006; Charles, 2007). The need for language skills 
depends, among other things, on a company’s international strategy that determines which 
international markets need to be developed. Multilingualism can have a positive impact on 
economic performance, as stated in comparative studies on SMEs in European countries 

4.4.2.2 Communication
Solid language skills are a prerequisite for the development of communication skills. 

to build strong relationships with stakeholders from other cultures (Purhonen, 2012). 
However, these communication skills go beyond the command of foreign language skills 

export professionals encounter people outside of their cultural sphere, it is imperative that 
they listen to the other: for instance, does the word ‘yes’ actually means ‘yes’ or does it 
follow the discussion partner’s rules of politeness? And how does one interpret non-verbal 
signals in other cultures? In many languages, people tend not to say directly what they 
intend to communicate as they expect others to understand what they mean. According 

requires an intercultural understanding of people to give adequate reactions (Clyne, 1994). 
The same applies to respecting written communication rules in international situations 
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(Ranaut, 2018). The starting export professionals realize the impact of good communication 
skills only when they experience that their usual communication techniques may not work 

verbal cues and presentation techniques as well as how to adhere to written communication 
rules during the communication process with individuals from dissimilar cultures. In sum, 

communication rules of foreign business partners to interpret their wishes as well as read 
non-verbal signals. In this study, then, communication skills refer to ‘the ability to reach 
mutual understanding in international interaction’. 

4.4.3 Attitudes

export professional’s attitudes: social initiative, open-mindedness and cultural empathy. 
To initiate successful international relationships, the starting export professional needs to 

judgment. This openness to other viewpoints and respect for other opinions and behaviors 
is bound to foster mutual understanding and help forge successful relationships.

4.4.3.1 Social initiative 
Several studies among employers have found that social initiative precedes other attitudes, 
as this important basic attitude of new graduates (Di Meglio, 2008) most likely supports 
starting export professionals to communicate with individuals from other cultures more 
easily. According to Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven (2000), an individual who takes the 
initiative can cope with social situations by actively approaching these situations. In this 
study, I will consider social situations as the encounters of starting export professionals 

and Yorke (2004), social initiative is an individual’s ability to take “unprompted” action: 
taking initiative without being told to do so. This action orientation applies directly to the 
starting export professional who has to speak out and take action in new social situations 

approach social situations in an active way without being told to do so”. 

4.4.3.2 Open-mindedness 
Once the initiative has been taken, it is important that starting export professionals be 
open for the values of other cultures (Chaisrakeo & Speece 2004). Open-mindedness is 

professionals who have a high level of open-mindedness act without prejudice toward 
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unprejudiced attitude with openness to emotions, viewpoints, and behaviors of individuals 
from dissimilar cultures”. 

4.4.3.3 Cultural empathy 
The attitude of cultural empathy is often referred to as “cultural sensitivity” (Bloemer, 
2009; Arthur & Bennett, 1995; Bhawuk & Brislin, 1992; Cultural empathy can be described 
as the ability to connect with, and personally relate to the thoughts, emotions and attitudes 

their own native culture (Zhu, 2011). As a result, starting export professionals are willing 
to modify their behavior to forge a culturally appropriate response that helps build the 

To summarize, my viewpoint is that IRC pertains to relevant knowledge and a set of skills 

2004), necessary for starting export professionals to complete the export tasks. A starting 
export professional who takes the initiative for social interaction is open to cooperate with 
business partners from foreign countries and negotiates their business needs (Paulhus, 

relationships. This implies that attitudes and skills can either facilitate or constrain the 
development of international relation competency. 

4.5 Aims and research questions

This study was guided by the following aim: to provide insight into the knowledge, skills and 
attitude dimensions of international relation competency that starting export professionals 

topic deserves more critical attention. To provide a competency match between graduates 
and international business practice, it is imperative that the lecturers of international 
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business programs have a clear understanding of SMEs’ requirements regarding relevant 
export tasks and the dimensions of international relation competency. 

Therefore, I posed the following research questions: 
1.  How do the directors and export managers from SMEs rate the importance of export 

tasks for starting export professionals? 
2.  How do the directors and export managers from SMEs rate the importance of the 

selected knowledge, skills and attitudes required to initiate international business 
relations?

3.  What is the interrelationship between the selected knowledge, skills and attitudes and 
the export tasks of the starting export professionals? 

4.  According to the directors and export managers from SMEs, what is the role of the 
IHEs with regard to the training of the international relation competency?

4.6 Method

4.6.1 Participants

with competency levels of starting export professionals. I selected companies based on 
export criteria (export turnover of 10% or more). All representatives who met these criteria 
(n = 1670) were asked to participate. In October 2015, I invited the companies by email 
to complete a questionnaire in an electronic format, accompanied by information about 
the purposes of the study. Of the 1670 participants, information was received from 167 
respondents, which yielded a response rate of 10%. Despite my careful selection of the 
participants, 56 of the respondents did not meet the selection criteria of the export turnover. 
Therefore, the results described in this chapter are based on the remaining 111 respondents. 
Most respondents (Table 6) were small employers (50.5%;1-10 employees), followed 
by employers in medium-sized companies (21.6%; 11-50 employees). The others were 
employers in large companies (27,9 %; 51-250 employees). The majority of respondents 
had positions of director or owner with a bachelor´s or master´s degree and with an average 
relevant work experience of 10 years. 

The largest number of companies operated within the sector ‘Industry, Metal and Plastics’ 
(31.5%) and a sizeable number operated within ‘Other’ (27%) and ‘Wholesale and Retail’ 
(18%). The main activity of these companies was export followed by import. Although 
24% of the respondents, regardless of the company size, indicated that they had employed 
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many vacancies for international jobs open to recent graduates. Respondents considered 
international sales and export support services to be the appropriate starting positions for 
graduates of international business from a University of Applied Sciences.

4.6.2 Procedure

4.6.2.1 Questionnaire development
The questionnaire included multi-item scales and ranking questions and consisted 

information on the international activities of their companies. In the second part, they 
were asked to rank the export tasks were starting export professionals and the functional 
knowledge components of relationship management. The export tasks were selected on 
basis of the literature on the major tasks for export managers, a number of interviews with 

To evaluate the participants’ perceptions of the importance of required attitudes and skills 
of starting export professionals, participants were asked in part three to rate the relative 
relevance of these attitudes and skills on a 5-point Likert scale item. Using two open-ended 
questions, respondents were asked in the fourth part of the questionnaire about their views 
on the training and development of international relation competency during bachelor 
education. To ensure content validity and to avoid words with ambiguous meanings, the 
questionnaire was piloted successful in a study among nine directors and export managers 

4.6.2.2 Data analysis
For the analysis of data, I used descriptive statistics. I calculated means and established the 
degree of consensus among the respondents’ judgments using standard deviations. Statistical 
coherence between the control variables and topics was analysed with crosstables and Chi-
square tests. Additionally, I conducted a regression analysis to establish whether the export 
tasks and the selected dimensions knowledge, skills and attitudes were interrelated.

Table 6: Respondents by size of the organization

Employees Respondents

 1 - 10 56 50.5%

 11 - 50 24 21.6%

 51 - 250 31 27.9%

Total 111  100.0%
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4.6.3 Description of the variables
Table 7 summarizes the independent and dependent variables, based on the items from the 
questionnaire, and the Cronbach Alpha scores for each variable.

Table 7: Description of the variables

# items Short description Based on

Independent 
variables

Knowledge Business 
knowledge

5 .689 The knowledge that is functional 
for the strategic and professional 
use of relation management

Bolten, (2001)

Bloemer, (2009)

Skills English language 
skills

7 .899
language

Hagen, (2010)
Charles, (2007)

Target country 
language skills 

9 .913
of the target country

Hagen et.al., (2010)
Bel Habib, (2011)

Verbal/nonVerbal 
communication

9 .868 The ability to reach mutual 
understanding in international 
interaction by verbal and 
nonverbal communication with 
potential business partners who 
are linguistically and culturally 

Purhonen, (2012)

Clyne, (1994)

Written 
Communication

9 .895 The ability to reach mutual 
understanding in international 
interaction by written 
communication with potential 
business partners who are 
linguistically and culturally 

Hagen, (2010)

Ranaut, (2018)

Attitude Cultural empathy 6 .876 The acknowledgment of and 
respect for other’s culturally 

behaviors

Arthur and Bennett (1995) 
Mol et al. (2001)
Zhu (2011)

Open-mindedness 9 .902 An unprejudiced attitude 
with openness to emotions, 
viewpoints and behaviors of 
individuals from dissimilar 
cultures

Van de Zee and Van 
Oudenhoven (2000)
Chaisrakeo and Speece 
(2004)

Social initiative 5 .644 An attitude to approach social 
situations in an active way 
without being told to do so

Di Meglio (2008) 
Van der Zee and Van 
Oudenhoven (2000)
Knight and Yorke (2004)

Dependent 
variables

Export tasks Marketing tasks 3 .814 Vorhies and Harker, 
(2000)

Strategic tasks 3 .697 Miller et al., (2008)
Getz & Lee, (2011)

Relation tasks 3 .842 Bloemer, (2009)
Sousa et al., (2008)
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Next, O calculated the correlations of these variables (Table 8). The high correlation 
between the independent variable ‘Business knowledge’ and the dependent variable 
‘Relation tasks’ (0.52) illustrates that these variables are strongly connected. With regard 
to the other independent variables, the correlation table shows that these variables are not 
strongly connected with the dependent variables: Marketing, Strategic and Relation tasks. 
In addition, I computed the median and skewness of the distributions of the ratings to 
check for symmetry and to see if the respondents’ judgments tended to be in one direction. 
I calculated the mean and standard deviation for the dependent and independent variables.

The control variables of this study are the educational background of the respondents, 
the years of work experience of respondents, and the size of the company. These control 
variables were measured as categorial instead of ratio variables. 

and Strategic Tasks, which means that they tend to share similar views on the importance of 
the Marketing and Strategic Tasks. The respondents’ views on the importance of Relational 

of the control variables on the views of the respondents on the independent variables 
(Appendix C, Table 10). By means of Kruskal Wallis Tests, the statistical results show 

they tend to share similar views on the importance of knowledge, skills and attitudes. This 

the control variables on the respondents’ views on the three selected attitudes (Appendix C, 

views on the importance of Open-mindedness, Cultural Empathy and Social Initiative. 

4.7 Results

4.7.1 Perceptions on the importance of export tasks by export managers 
In the survey I asked respondents to rank nine export tasks. The ranking shows that 29% 
of the respondents consider ‘building and maintaining relationships’ to be the crucial task 
of starting export professionals (Table 12). If we consider the top 3 favorite tasks, I may 
conclude that 45% of the respondents favor ‘building and maintaining relationships’ and 
16% of the respondents put this task in the second or third place (Table 12 45% - 29%). 
Based on the ranking, we may conclude that the Relation tasks (building and maintaining 
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relationships, acquisition and realizing export orders) are considered to be the most 
important task of starting export professionals.

Table 12: Ranking of the export tasks

Most important Top 3
Count In % Count In %

Market Research 12 11% 36 32%
Marketing Plan 9 8% 34 31%
Building/maintaining Relationships 32 29% 50 45%
Export Plan 9 8% 25 23%
International Strategy 8 7% 19 17%
Customer Satisfaction 9 8% 28 25%
Acquisition 11 10% 42 38%
Export Orders 15 14% 51 46%
Swot Analysis 9 8% 26 23%
Translation/interpretation 8 7% 27 24%

Total respondents 111 100% 111 100%

4.7.2 Perceptions on the importance of knowledge by export managers 
I wanted to know which functional knowledge components of relation management 
respondents consider being of practical importance. In the survey we asked respondents 
to rank eight functions of relation management. The ranking shows that 32% of the 
respondents consider ‘Customer Needs Analysis’ to be the most important task of starting 
export professionals (Table 13). If we consider the top 3 favorite tasks, I can conclude that 
56% of the respondents favor ‘Customer Needs Analysis’ with 32% of the respondents 
actually giving this task top priority (Table 13).

Table 13: Ranking functional knowledge of relation management

Most important Top 3
 Count In % Count In %

Business Information Exchange 10 9% 38 34%
Customer Needs Analysis 36 32% 62 56%
Problem Solving 18 16% 48 43%
Personal Information Sharing 13 12% 25 23%
Business Information Check 8 7% 33 30%
Negotiation 11 10% 47 42%
Contacts Exchange 13 12% 51 46%
Collaboration/Co-creation 13 12% 43 39%

Total respondents 111 100% 111 100%
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4.7.3 Perceptions on the importance of the skills and attitudes by export managers
The descriptive statistics show that employers consider language skills to be highly relevant: 

most important language-learning goal for students (Table 8). Moreover, verbal and non-
verbal communication are also valued as highly important skills by employers. Concerning 
the attitudes, the high score on open-mindedness, followed by cultural empathy, illustrates 
the importance that employers lend to these attitudes of business graduates. When I align 
this outcome with the employers’ favorite export tasks for the starting export professionals, 
we assume that English language skills, open-mindedness, and cultural empathy can be 

that starting export professionals need to have to be successful in the relation tasks. 

4.7.4 The interrelationship between the export tasks and international relation 
competency

To analyse the interrelationship between respondents’ perceptions of the knowledge, skills 
and attitudes dimensions of international relation competency and the Marketing, Strategic 
and Relation tasks of the starting export professionals, I conducted a linear regression 
analysis. The regression analysis (Table 14) shows that the three regression models of 
the export tasks have a low R2 score but the Adj. R2 score on Relation tasks is a little 
higher than the Adj. R2 score on the Marketing and Strategic tasks. This means that the 
predictive value of the independent variables is higher with the Relation tasks compared to 
the Marketing and Strategic tasks.

Table 14: Regression analysis
Marketing Tasks Strategic Tasks Relational Tasks

t sign t sign t sign

Independent variables

Knowledge Business knowledge 1,718 0,089* 3,193 0,002** 5,718 0,000**

Skills English language Skills -1,479 0,142 -1,807 0,074* 0,926 0,357

Target country language Skills -0,404 0,687 0,706 0,482 0,793 0,430

Verbal and Nonverbal Communications -1,030 0,305 0,833 0,407 -0,396 0,693

Written Communication 1,194 0,235 -1,580 0,117 -0,968 0,335

Attitude Cultural Empathy -0,192 0,848 0,829 0,409 -0,498 0,620

Open-mindedness 1,498 0,137 0,749 0,455 0,903 0,369

Social Initiative 0,631 0,530 -0,578 0,564 -0,736 0,464

R² 0,138 0,138 0,3

Adj. R² 0,071 0,071 0,245

* sign at 10%, ** sign at 5%
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Upon inspection of the t-scores, the regression analysis shows that the functional knowledge 

Consequently, the SMEs’ export managers and directors perceive the functional knowledge 
variable to be crucial for the successful execution of all three export tasks. Concerning 
the attitudes, the regression analysis shows that the attitudes ‘cultural empathy’, ‘social 

do not play a role in the selected export tasks. The variable ‘English language skills’ plays 
a role in the Strategic tasks only, but it is negatively correlated. The ‘English language 
skills’ primarily plays a role in Strategic tasks since the interaction with potential clients 

4.7.5 The role of education
The last two open-ended questions of the survey pertained to the role of education in the 
training and development of the three dimensions of international relation competency. 
The results show that almost all respondents agreed on the active role that education 
needs to play to develop these knowledge, skills and attitudes. With regard to the latter, 
respondent emphasize that students´ attitude development should include etiquette 
rules and professional exposure. Concerning skills development, respondents consider 
communication skills to play a crucial role in the curriculum of a bachelor degree in 
international business. The respondents are primarily critical when it comes to attitude 
development as they consider attitudes to be ‘natural gifts’ which cannot be trained during 
bachelor education. Other critical arguments relate to the fact that lecturers often lack 

The SMEs’ representatives expect IHEs to play a proactive role in the development  
of international relation competency by giving it more focus in the curriculum of 
international business programs. Moreover, the respondents considered the training of 

during bachelor education. For them, this implies the need for structural cooperation 
between IHEs and internationalizing SMEs.

4.8 Discussion 

that describe relation-building with potential business partners to be crucial for the 
operationalization of export strategies (Braaksma, 2005; Bloemer, 2009; Purhonen, 2012; 
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representatives of internationalizing SMEs. In this study, the validation of the knowledge 

the relevant input for the company’s strategy, the operationalization of its marketing plans 
and relationship building with potential business partners (Purhonen, 2012; Bücker, 2013). 

their knowledge, it must be complemented with good verbal communication skills and 
command of foreign languages. 

in English is of crucial importance, which supports the increasing call of the lecturers in 
our study to teach four-year undergraduate international business programmes in English. 
However, the variable ‘English language skills’ is negatively correlated with strategic tasks 
only, which can be explained by the fact that I collected the views of SMEs directors and 

tasks. The ‘English language skills’ primarily plays a role in Strategic tasks since the 

English.

Given the framework of international relation competency based on literature, I had 

empirical data does not support this. The importance that employers attach to the attitudes 
of talented business professionals (Laguador & Ramos, 2014) can also be found in studies 
on employer demands from business graduates (Sharma, 2015; McMurray et al., 2016; Van 
Heugten et al., 2016). The fact that the attitudes of the international relation competency 

could be due to the operationalization of these attitudes. The attitude ‘open-mindedness’ 
is a prerequisite for the development of cultural empathy as this attitude follows from an 
unprejudiced stance and openness to viewpoints and behaviors of individuals from other 
cultures. Another explanation could be that these attitudes might be more related to generic 
competencies, required for adapting to the dynamics of international business settings 

relationships. 
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may be underestimated in international business education programmes. Despite the fact 
that teaching business knowledge, validated as the primary variable of IRC, is usually part 
of the international business curriculum, the SME representatives envision their skills and 
attitude development to be incorporated into the curriculum of internationally oriented 

in selected skills and attitudes. That said, how can a student make the transfer from the 
classroom to a company without the necessary experiences in international business 
practice? 

According to the directors and export managers of internationalizing SMEs, students of 
international business programmes should get the opportunity to work on real cases from 
the export environment, so that they are exposed to the complexity of international business 
activities. For instance, students recognize the importance of intercultural communication 

for a company to use the desired marketing communication tools in the right manner? 

strong communication skills from students. Careful consideration of this intercultural 
communication process, prompted by experiential learning, may lead to new insights on 
e.g. relationship management. 

The real-world business experience is crucial for developing the necessary attitudes and 
communication skills (Quinana et al., 2016). In any given real-world scenario, students will 

about performance and behavior. Students should gradually assume responsibility for their 
communicative skills and personal attitudes. The crucial role of work experience in the 
development of graduates’ competencies is supported by several studies on business and 
education cooperation (Davies et al., 2011). Closer cooperation between UAS and business 
would enable the sharing of information and experiences in the training and development of 
students’ international relation competency. That said, I caution against placing too much 
emphasis on the role of future employers concerning the educational role and requirements 
of undergraduate degree courses.
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4.9 Conclusion

This study aimed to determine the external validity of the international relation competency 
framework with its selected knowledge, skills and attitude dimensions that are crucial for 

the selected attitudes, social initiative, open-mindedness, and cultural empathy and the 
communication and language skills of international relation competency. However, the 
study did not provide me with empirical evidence that the selected business knowledge, 
skills and attitudes are validated with the Strategic, Marketing and Relational tasks of 
the starting export professionals. Moreover, employers addressed the lack of practical 
experience regarding the development of international relation competency during bachelor 
education. They strongly recommend that business educators strengthen the training of 
the selected knowledge, skills and attitude dimensions within the curriculum of these 
international business programmes, preferably in close cooperation with international 
business practice. Such improvement may bridge the gap between education and work 
practice: a serious consideration for IHEs given the growing need of SMEs for graduates 
entering international starting positions.

4.9.1 Implications for practice: the training of selected attitudes in the educational setting
The question at hand is whether the attitudes of social initiative, open-mindedness and 
cultural empathy can be learned in educational settings. In the view of Johnson et al. (2006), 
the training of tacit knowledge, such as these attitudes, appears to be essential for developing 
the ability to work in diverse cultural environments. To train students to become competent 

and improve relevant attitudes through training and practice. I therefore selected only 
those attitudinal indicators that are trainable instead of predictors that appear to be more 
stable over experience and time and are therefore less trainable (Caligiuri, 2006). Whereas 
dynamic competencies are subject to learning in a developmental process, some studies on 

(Van der Zee & Van Oudenhoven, 2000; Morris et al., 2011). Nevertheless, it is recognized 
that attitude development is a long term process (Bohner & Dickel, 2011), which is 
why IHEs should encourage students to take ownership of their social capital through 

development (Villar & Albertín, 2010). That said, this topic deserves further research.
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4.10 Strengths and limitations 

The strength of this study lies in the fact that all participants in the survey were SME 

apply equally to more than one economic sector. For example, all respondents agreed on 
the active role that education needs to play to develop the selected attitudes and skills. 
Another strong point is that respondents almost all agreed on the importance of the selected 
export tasks, which is a valuable contribution to the curriculum developers of international 
business programmes.

A limitation of the study was the relatively small sample size given the limited 24% of 
the respondents who had employed a graduate from a University of Applied Sciences in 

of experience and knowledge in hiring graduates for starting export positions. Another 
weak point is the use of snowball sampling for the sample of the survey. When using the 
personal network of entrepreneurs, the sample may show some bias, particularly towards 
the condition of having recruited graduates for export jobs in the past three years. Finally, 
the operationalization of the export tasks was limited as I could not clearly distinguish the 

4.10.1 Suggestions for further research
Based on the above, two directions for future research seem especially promising. In this 
study I made use of several control variables, such as the educational background of the 
respondents, the years of work experience of respondents, and the size of the company. 
It appeared that these control variables had little impact. Other variables such as years 
of international work experience and gender may bring new insights when using them as 
control variables.

The results in this study showed that there is no statistical proof for the relationship 
between the attitudes of social initiative, open-mindedness and cultural empathy, and 
the Strategic, Marketing and Relation tasks. An explanation could be that these attitudes 
might be more related to generic competencies, required for adapting to the dynamics of 
international business settings. Another explanation for this outcome could be that almost 

with the selected export tasks. The three attitudes are operationalized by questioning the 
importance of the attitudes for the export tasks. 
Given the fact that respondents used their perceptions about the importance of attitudes 
instead of the actual situation, a follow-up study could give some further information  
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about respondent´s actual needs. For future research, it would be better to focus on the 
assessment of attitudes instead of emphasizing the importance of the attitudes for the 

It is recognized that attitude development is a long term process (Bohner & Dickel, 2011). 
Even though IHEs encourage students to actively participate in extra-curricular activities 
as an investment in their social capital (Villar & Albertín, 2010), student training could 

bachelor education. Therefore, further research about attitude development is necessary. 
Due to the scope of this study, it was not possible to include this in my research, but the 
topic remains high in my research agenda.
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Abstract

One of the goals of international business education is to help students acquire the relevant 
competencies within the domain of their future export profession. Given the fact that 
internationalizing SMEs have considered international relation competency to be the key 
competency for starting export professionals, this qualitative study examines whether 
international relation competency with its selected knowledge, skills and attitudes has been 
integrated into the curriculum of a bachelor programme in international business at a Dutch 
University of Applied Sciences. Based on a document analysis of this bachelor programme 
and interviews with lecturers and alumni of the bachelor programme in International 
Business, I found that the training of international relationship competency is almost absent 
in the curriculum. Both lecturers and alumni envision skills and attitude development to 
be incorporated into the curriculum of this internationally oriented study programme. The 

between business and education and the assessment of international relation competency.
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5.1 Introduction

The more international and competitive economic trade becomes, the more companies 
will need globally competent export professionals to help them stay ahead of global 
competition. In Chapter 3, I described this type of professional as an expert in international 
marketing and management who, as a bilingual team player, excels in setting up and 
maintaining international relationships with potential business partners and stakeholders 

personal adjustment in the context of international business. As described in Chapter 4, the 

students be given the opportunity during their bachelor’s degree programme to acquire 
this knowledge as well as these skills and attitudes, which pertain to international relation 
competency in various international business contexts (1).

5.2 Competency development 

Competencies have gradually become widespread in the human resource management 
literature (Ulrich et al., 1995; Blancero et al., 1996). They constitute the knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes that underlie successful professional performance and distinguish superior 
from average performance (McClelland, 1973; Spencer & Spencer, 1993). Three factors 
contribute to the development of professional performance: the amount of knowledge, the 

2006). Export professionals are experts because of their knowledge, skills and attitudes 
in international business which they learn by doing (Ericsson et al., 2006). They build 

(Chassy & Gobet, 2010). The process of expertise development has been described in 
various models, such as the skills acquisition model of Dreyfus (2004) that describes the 

rules and treats each situation as new, whereas in the last stage, the expert evaluates his 
actions and adjusts these to new situations. This implies that experts, compared to novices, 

(1) Publication: International Journal of Higher Education, October 2020
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From an educational perspective, we can consider students as the novices and lecturers as 
experts. In their learning process, students not only acquire and expand their knowledge 

lecturers (Kirsch, 2009; Stockard et al., 2018). In their role as educators, lecturers are 
responsible for enhancing the capability of students to complete their tasks without 

on their basic knowledge and skills. After the second and third years of study, students begin 
to connect the concrete situations with prior examples of similar practical experiences. 

important for students during the higher level of their learning process (Flyvbjerg, 2001; 
Benner, 2001; Smith, 2012). Ideally, students’ expertise development should combine an 
instructive way of teaching with acquiring experiences from practice, which enhances their 

play a decisive role in the development of students given the degree of their preparedness 

5.2.1 T-shaped export professional

Child, 2002; Hart, 2006). Moreover, “in a truly globally connected world, a worker’s skill 
set could see them posted in any number of locations—they need to be able to operate 

linguistic skills, but also the adaptability to changing circumstances and the ability to 

encouraged the educational focus on learning from practice with the aim of developing 

(World Economic Forum, 2018). This so-called T-shaped professional (Riebe et al., 2016) 
is both a specialist and a generalist: he is an expert in a particular domain of expertise 
(illustrated by the vertical bar in the T) along with the ability to cooperate with professionals 

and related skills (Robles, 2012). 
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Given the crucial role of relation management for SMEs’ export success (Bloemer, 2009), 
international relation competency underlies the successful job performance of T-shaped 
export professionals. To develop this skillset, students need learning practices that enable 
them to develop expertise in international relation competency in international business 
practice. Examples of such learning practices are so-called problem-based learning (PBL) 
assignments based on authentic problems (Kolmos & Egelund-Holgaard, 2017). These 
authentic assignments focus on the learning process of students during which they acquire 
knowledge and develop skills necessary to analyse and solve a given problem (Savery, 
2006). For students in international business, such PBL assignments allow them to learn 
from international business experiences as they prepare for their future export job (Prince, 

business, therefore, is twofold: to provide theoretical knowledge on relation management 
and its importance for successful international business; and to build international relation 

international relation competency, ensuring a smooth transition of the T-shaped export 
professional to their future export profession.

5.3 Aim and research question
 
The aim of the study reported in this chapter is to examine to what extent international 
relation competency has a place in the curriculum of a bachelor programme in international 
business. In addition, I 
The various components of the international business curriculum may possibly contribute 
to the development of international relation competency. In addition to the perceptions of 
the lecturers on the importance and the development of international relation competency 
in the curriculum, I am also interested in the views of the alumni on this topic based on 
their experiences in their  The following research question 
is central in this study:

To what extent is international relation competency integrated into the curriculum of a 
bachelor programme on international business? 

To answer this research question, I will be guided by the following sub-questions:

What are the views of lecturers and alumni on the importance of the selected knowledge, 
skills and attitudes of international relation competency for starting export professionals?
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What are the views of lecturers and alumni on the training of international relation 
competency during the bachelor programme on international business?

According to the lecturers and alumni, which knowledge, skills and attitudes of 
international relation competency need to be developed in professional practice?

5.4 Method and context

To answer the main research question, I chose to do a mixed methods study that provides 
an analysis of the content and learning context in an international business curriculum. 
In phase 1 of this study, I analysed the context of the study: I selected the undergraduate 
study International Business & Languages (IBL) of the International Business School 
(formerly the School of International Management and Marketing) at a Dutch University of 

export professionals. Using a document study, I analysed the main principles of Dutch 
UAS in relation to its implementation in the IBL curriculum. In phase 2 of the study, the 
qualitative interview study with lecturers on the integration of IRC in the IBL curriculum 
was complemented with a quantitative survey among IBL alumni. The interviews with the 
lecturers were carried out by the author L. van Weerden. The quantitative survey among 
IBL alumni was carried out by a research assistant under supervision of the author. Co-
promotor Prof. Dr. M. Wijnen-Meijer analysed subsets of interviews during several steps 

5.4.1 Phase 1: Document analysis

 
(Table 15).

5.4.2 Phase 2: |Study among the academic staff and alumni 

5.4.2.1 Academic staff
For the study, in phase 2, I selected the programme director, the educational expert and 

(1) For this study the original Dutch titles of the documents are translated into English 
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as career counseling of the students. 

To select the interviewees, a number of steps were taken. First, I related the variables of 
the framework of IRC to various courses of the IBL curriculum. Based on the input of 
the curriculum developer, I assumed that these variables, being the functional knowledge, 
skills and attitudes, were assured within these courses. By connecting the selected 

of educational backgrounds: law, economics, international business, statistics, marketing, 
languages and human resources management. From the sixteen interviewees, six had been 
working in international business or export jobs prior to their current teaching in the IBL 
program. The teaching experience of the respondents varied from 5 to 25 years.

5.4.2.2 Alumni
In addition to the perceptions of the lecturers, the views of the IBL alumni regarding their 

year timeframe which I felt would yield a robust enough contribution. I ensured that all 

Table 15: Analysed documents

Documents IBL Number

UAS Strategic Plan 2016-2020, 2015 # D1

Curriculum plan IBL 2015 # D2 

Document analysis IBL # D3

Literature and document research: about the training and assessment of competencies 
from the IBL bachelor programme at a University of Applied Science, by N. Veldscholten, 
bachelor thesis, 2014

# D4 

Analyzing MIM’s IBL: supporting document by Paolo Lopez Bonilla, 2015 # D5 

Vision on the realised endterms of IBL. Bouwman, M., & Timmers, C. (2014). #D6

European Union. (2015). ECTS Users’ Guide 2015. Luxembourg: European Union. #D7

Hobéon Assessment. (2015). Valuation report UAS Bachelor programme International 
Business Languages Fulltime. 

#D8

National Meeting IBL. (2010). #D9

Audit report of the bachelor programs Commercial Economics International Business and 
Languages and International Business and Management Studies, UAS 2011.

#D10

UAS Annual Report 2014. UAS. #D11

 UAS, 2015 #D12
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The questionnaire was sent out to all 184 alumni who were registered with the two UAS 
in the period 2011-2016. From this population, 120 alumni did not respond due to reasons 
of wrong email address, change of jobs or relocation. With 64 respondents, the response 
rate was 35%. After a careful analysis of the questionnaires, it appeared that 47 of the 64 

this study. Therefore, the results described in this chapter are based on the remaining 17, 

graduation jobs of respondents vary from junior positions in marketing, sales and export 
support to start positions in communication and customer support in both SMEs and service 
organizations.

5.4.3 Data collection
For the analysis in phase 1, I studied documents about the IBL structure, accreditation 
reports and teaching materials of the IBL courses to analyse the curriculum’s content 
and learning context, supplemented with information from the educational expert on 
the structure of the IBL programme. In phase 2, I conducted semi-structured interviews 
with the IBL programme director and the selected lecturers who are teaching on the IBL 
programme. I chose to conduct personal interviews assuming that the extra, spontaneous 

of the integration of international relation competency into the curriculum. In addition, I 
collected the views of the IBL alumni through an online survey (Table 16).

Table 16: Data sources

Data sources 
Phase 2 Participants Objectives of to the research questions

Interview The educational expert To acquire a better understanding about the structure of the 
IBL programme

Interviews The IBL programme director 

IBL lecturers

To capture their views on the IBL programme concerning the 
importance and the training of IRC during the IBL bachelor 
programme

Survey IBL alumni To learn their perceptions of the IBL program concerning the 
importance and the training of IRC during the IBL bachelor 
programme

The interviews with the lecturers, the IBL programme director and the IBL educational 
expert were conducted by the author who has no involvement with teaching in IBL or 
supervising IBL students. To ensure content validity and to avoid words with ambiguous 



International Relation Competency in an international business curriculum

97

5

with three lecturers from similar education programs in September 2016. The participants 
were asked if they had any questions or concerns about the questionnaire. This was not the 
case.

to participate in the study, followed up by an email with background information about 
the purposes of the interview. Each interview lasted 1-1.5 hours and was recorded and 
transcribed for the analysis. The author made a summary of the content of the interviews, 
which was then sent to the participants as part of a member checking procedure. All 
participants agreed on the content. Whenever participants’ quotes were used to illustrate 
the results in this article, participants were asked by the author for their permission. All 
participants agreed to the use of their quotes. I ensured that all data would be treated 

For the alumni, I designed and administered an online questionnaire. Seven alumni 

email to participate in an interview, explaining the goal and focus of the interview. First, I 

out by a research assistant under the supervision of the author. 

5.4.4 Instruments design for interview protocol 
To collect the data from the interviews, I drafted a questionnaire design for the academic 

5.4.4.1 Questionnaire design academic staff
The questionnaire design (Table 17) for the interviews with the lecturers and the questionnaire 
survey for the alumni was set up around the framework of IRC that I developed from 
relevant theoretical publications and empirical studies as described in Chapter 4 (Johnson 
et al., 2006; Purhonen, 2012; Kuhlmeijer & Knight, 2010; Bücker, 2013). The questionnaire 

their educational and professional background and their current position with IBL. In the 
second part, I introduced the concept of IRC to the participants and asked each lecturer 
about the importance of IRC in relation to their teaching course. Finally, they were asked 
to give their views on the role that IHEs should play in the training and development of 
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5.4.4.2 Questionnaire design alumni
The questionnaire for the alumni with open-ended and closed-ended questions consisted 

part. To capture the views of alumni on the adequacy of the IBL programme concerning 
the development of international relation competency, they were asked to indicate the 
relevance of all IBL’s curriculum components in the third part of the questionnaire. In the 

institutions of higher education should play in the acquisition of IRC. 

Sub-questions of the research questio Topics
Academic 

Alumni

Views on the importance of export tasks x

Dimensions of IRC Functional knowledge x x
Language skills x x
Communication skills x x
Social initiative x x
Open-mindedness x x
Cultural empathy x x
The relevance of IBL’s curriculum 
components

x

Views on the training of IRC The role of IRC in relation to teaching 
courses

x x

Which knowledge, skills and attitudes of 
IRC need to be acquired in professional 
practice?

x x

namely a plan that supports learning in order to achieve goals. Since this study focuses on 
the importance and training of international relation competency in the IBL curriculum, the 
“curriculum spider web” (Van den Akker, 2003) provides a structure for the questionnaire 

is the most important key element aligned with, ideally, the nine other elements of the 
‘curriculum spider web’. In this study, I included all elements to clarify the importance of 
the ‘rational’, the ‘aims and objectives’, ‘content’, the ‘learning activities’, ‘materials and 
resources’ and ‘assessment’, except for ‘teacher role’, ‘grouping’ and ‘location’ because 
these were not relevant for answering our research question. 
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5.4.5 Data analysis 

For the qualitative analysis of the interviews with the IBL lecturers, I conducted a content 
analysis. First, I divided the interviews into segments. Next, the interviews were analysed 
using an open coding process, resulting in code tree. I used a coding scheme for the themes 
on which basis the interview transcripts were analysed, being the selected functional 
knowledge, skills and attitudes of international relation competency. During the coding 
process, fragments or sentences of the transcripts were coded with the ‘in vivo approach’. 
Data analysis was supported by Dedoose software. 

I used descriptive statistics for the analysis of data from the alumni questionnaires. I 
calculated means and I established the degree of consensus among the respondents’ 
judgments using standard deviations (see Table 18 and Table 19). 

5.5 Results

5.5.1 Phase 1: Integration of IRC in the IBL curriculum: a document analysis

5.5.1.1. Context of the IBL bachelor program
To gain a better understanding of the context of the IBL curriculum, I examined the 
competency requirements with the performance indicators and evaluation criteria for IBL 
graduates, the learning practices of competency development and the assessment methods 
(#D4, #D5). 

The IBL curriculum is based on the concept of competency-driven thematic project work 
designed to align with work practice. This means that each semester students work on a 

(#D2, #D4, and #D5) shows that relation management in international business is not a 

are given the context for their study materials and are stimulated in the self-steering role 
of their competency development process. During this learning process, lecturers monitor 
the students’ progress by stimulating students’ professional development, evaluate the 

Analysis’ is that students write an export-related advisory report for an exporting company. 
To meet this objective, the students analyse the data on foreign markets and write up the 

skills, and attitude needed for these steps are acquired during the assignment and the 
corresponding modules.
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5.5.1.2 The IBL curriculum 
The rationale of the IBL programme taught at the selected University of Applied Sciences 
in the Netherlands is to train students …‘to become multilingual, commercial graduates 

international collaboration between people in businesses and organizations’ (#D5). More 
precisely, IBL graduates will have the necessary competencies to build and maintain a 

sales and account management, international communication management, and export 
management. Furthermore, they are able to translate these contacts into activities on a 
strategic, tactical and operational level. Since IBL graduates work with colleagues and 
customers from various countries and cultures, they have an intermediary active role 

company’s interests. About the importance of relation management, the IBL rationale 
explicitly mentions the ability of IBL students to successfully develop collaborations 
between people in business and organizations.

The IBL curriculum is built on the combination of economics, communication (languages 
and communication skills), cultures and business topics and is organized around 
Competencies, Themes and Projects. In addition, the curriculum focuses on three nationally 

(IC) and Intercultural Awareness (IA), which form an integral part of the graduation 
year. Furthermore, the curriculum is organized around 10 competencies that fall within 

competencies and the remaining 3 are UAS general competencies (#D2, #D4 and # D5).

5.5.1.3 The IBL competencies
To examine the integration of IRC into the IBL curriculum, I wanted to get a better 
understanding of the IBL competencies and how these are taught and assessed. Based on 
the analysis of the IBL competencies, I expect IRC to be represented in the competencies 
IBL 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 and the general UAS competency (#D2, #D4) about the internship. In 

competencies given the combination of professional attitude, cultural awareness and 
communication together with the application of knowledge to relation management to 
international business practice. 
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IBL 1: To communicate in several languages, taking into account the cultural 

For this competency, students need to build consultancy skills, verbal and non-verbal 

in the courses Cultural Management, Marketing & Communication and Consultancy with 
a focus on argumentation and debating skills. The assessment of debating skills takes place 
through written exams and oral presentations, which in turn enhances students’ verbal 
and non-verbal communication skills. Students practise their language skills in debating 

German, French and English. The assessment of languages is done through role-plays, 

taught in Dutch and the courses in semester 6, the internship and the graduation assignment 
are taught in English. The relevance of cultural awareness in future jobs plays a central role 
in the Cultural Management course. Given the fact that culture is a recurring topic in the 

International law, Consumer Behaviour, and Language classes. Particularly during writing 
and business correspondence classes, students become familiar with an array of culturally 
embedded rules. The assessment of cultural awareness is done by addressing the cultural 

IBL 2: To conduct research for an international company 

The students use their research skills and methods to analyse the external environment and 
internal organization of an international company. Based on this analysis, they give the 

for the company´s research project. Whereas in class students work in teams, when they 
begin to do their internships, they will need to individually apply their competencies in 
work practice. 

IBL 4: To operationalize (tactic and operational) a marketing strategy for an 
internationally operating company

This competency is focused on marketing planning and management on a strategic level. 

into a strategic marketing plan. This means that students have to analyse consumer behavior, 
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the SWOT analysis is taught in the courses Export Marketing, Marketing Communication 
and Marketing Strategy; students learn through projects and cases and how to apply the 
marketing theory in practice. The assessment of these topics is done through a case study. 

operating company

implementation, and adjust the plan. In particular, the competency focuses on the analysis 
and monitoring of organizational changes, the adjustment of the marketing policy and 

of a sales plan are discussed, such as internal and external salesforce, people management, 
targeting and forecasting. In addition to theory classes on organizational changes in the 
Strategic Management courses, students learn how to make strategic choices including the 
arguments of the choices. These case studies usually focus on one aspect of the sales plan, 
for instance the distribution or communication. The assessment of this course takes place 
through case studies and presentations of the sales plan. During workshops, students learn 

their presentation skills.

IBL 6: To design and operationalize purchase policy

For this competency, students have to practice tasks which vary from giving advice about 
various forms of cooperation with suppliers and approaching suppliers from a shortlist to 
asking for quotations and negotiating about quotations. The theory on purchase policy is 
taught in the modules on project account management, sales management, sales pitches, 

These tasks are all assessed through role-plays. Using case studies and role-plays, students 
are taught the principles of negotiation in international contexts.

UAS competencies about Internship

The general UAS competencies are related primarily to the internship of the programme. 
Students need to organize their internship placement with an internationalizing company 
in the Netherlands or with a company in another country. This implies that they have to 
select and approach the company by themselves. To prepare their internship, students learn 
how to write an application letter and they have to write an essay about the expectations of 
the internship concerning their personal development. In their essays they have to address 
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topics such as their vision on companies, the country and the challenges of the cultural 
dimensions. This preparation for the internship aims to increase students’ awareness of the 

5.5.1.4 Summary of the results of phase 1
Based on the document analysis of the IBL curriculum, I may conclude that international 
relation competency is not represented in the IBL curriculum. Although the course materials 
show that language and communication skills are integrated into the IBL curriculum, 
the various modules and projects of the curriculum, however, do not explicitly involve 
knowledge acquisition on relationship management. Moreover, the attitude dimension 
of international relation competency is not necessarily linked to international relation 

5.5.2  Phase 2: Integration of IRC in the IBL curriculum: a study among the academic 
staff and alumni

In this section, I describe the views of the lecturers and alumni on the importance of 
knowledge, skills and attitudes dimensions of international relation competency in the IBL 
curriculum and their views on the curricular development of knowledge, skills and attitudes 
of international relation competency. The results of the interviews with the lecturers are 
illustrated by extracts, using pseudonyms throughout, from the interviews which were 
translated from Dutch to English. The results of the alumni survey are based on descriptive 
statistics.

5.5.2.1 Views on the importance of international relation competency
While referring to the IBL rationale…to become “multilingual, commercial graduates 

international collaboration between people in businesses and organizations` (#D5 almost 
all interviewees agree on the importance of building international relationships, which 
involve crucial competencies for students’ development as future export professionals. 
The interviewees, however, indicate that the curriculum should be better geared towards 

export job. Therefore, the lecturers advocate a more integrated approach to the theory 

professionals.
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If you don’t learn how to take the initiative and how to approach and communicate with 
the other, regardless of the culture, then you will not make the deal… I think, if I may 
speak for myself, that if you emphasize communication, students will see the connection…. 
Consequently, students will make the connection more easily between export business and 
what they learn at school…” – Marianne. 

improvement. Therefore, they strongly advocate empowering the IBL rationale by more 
co-creation between the various courses within the curriculum. For instance, they suggest 
that communication skills should be a prerequisite for all other courses, as illustrated by 
the following quotes from the interviews.

elements of the curriculum. It doesn’t matter whether you become a director or a starting 
export professional, if you work with a Dutch multinational in the Netherlands or if you 
work for a company abroad and emigrate, communication is crucial for the success of 
international business. – Irma

our work..” – Myrthe

To be honest, I do not know exactly how things connect within IBL. I know that we have a 
course on cultural management but I do not know in which year and what will be discussed. 
I do not know how this exactly connects with my courses – Irma. 

In my opinion, communication should be “the backbone” of the curriculum, which is not 
the case at this moment. It should be part of other courses, like foreign languages, but 
primarily in combination with cultural awareness. Communicating in a foreign language is 

languages or other cultures…– Marianne



International Relation Competency in an international business curriculum

105

5

The data suggest that for the IBL alumni, ‘the realization of export orders’ and ‘the design 
of an export plan’ are valued as the most important export tasks (Table 18). With regard to 

Table 18: Alumni’s views of importance of export tasks (ranking scale: 1 = most important 
and 10 = not important at all)

Valid N Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Realizing export orders 18 6,6 3,1
Designing an export plan 18 6,6 2,3

18 5,9 2,9
17 5,9 2,5

Evaluating a company’s foreign policy 18 5,7 2,4
Maintaining of relationships with foreign business partners 20 5,0 2,6
Acquiring new international customers / clients 19 4,9 2,7
Carrying out a SWOT analysis of the company 20 4,7 3,4
Performing translation services 20 4,5 3,3
Conducting research into the satisfaction of the international 
customers / clients of the company 20 4,5 2,7

Ratings from 1 (= utmost important) to 10 (=totally unimportant)

With regard to the importance of the functional knowledge aspects of relation management, 
the data point at the direction that alumni agreed that ‘sharing personal information’ is the 
most important aspect (Table 19).

Table 19: Alumni’s views of importance of functional knowledge aspects of relation 
management (ranking scale: 1 = most important and 10 = not important at all)

Valid N Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Sharing personal information 18 6,6 2,0
Exchanging business information 18 5,1 1,9
Checking business information 19 4,5 2,0
Exchanging contacts (expand network) 19 4,4 2,4
Aiming for collaboration and co-creation 19 4,4 2,1
Negotiating 19 4,2 1,8
Solving problems 18 3,3 1,7
Investigating the client’s needs 18 2,9 2,5
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5.5.2.2 Views on developing knowledge, skills, and attitudes with regard to international 
relation competency 

With regard to knowledge acquisition, many interviewees believe that theories on relation 
management should be a prerequisite in the curriculum; without this knowledge, the 

international relation competency is hardly taught in the courses of the IBL curriculum and 
any discussion on this topic depends more or less on the interest of the individual teacher. 

Yes, it is possible that relationship management is taught in courses on sales. However, I 

a very important topic which should be discussed. – Caroline

this? ].. Naturally, it is part of the languages…… It could be that relation competency is 
discussed in the sales course. But theories? I do not know exactly what is discussed during 

should be discussed. – Caroline

functioning in an international business environment. Although students practise their 
communication skills in foreign languages through sales pitches or active participation in 

knowledge from an internationalizing entrepreneur point of view. Their needs range from 
writing emails in a foreign language to giving a full product presentation and answering 
complex technical questions. The lecturers also argue that this need should be made more 

Maarten describe their regret about the hours for language teaching having been reduced 
considerably in the past few years for the sake of other new courses.

We used to teach trade correspondence, writing letters all the time…. We have not done 
this part for a long time because the semester was canceled. But for the last two years, I 
have re-integrated this into my programme because I think it is too important to leave out…
Instead, we miss some reading and speaking skills, which is disappointing… – John

 not 
in the next three years of the study programme. – Maarten
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The lecturers also advocate stricter rules regarding the use of English during presentations 
since it usually depends on the preference of the individual teacher whether presentations 
are given in Dutch or English (as illustrated by the following extract): 

With English it is rather clear because we use the Cambridge European Framework. You 

reading, and in the second year the active skills – applying English. The sixth semester is 
taught in English… Instead of texts from books, I use texts from the internet which deal 

to link the English language with the business. --- Students have to do three presentations 

about unfamiliar topics. – Marianne

this to be almost absent in the current IBL programme, as the following quotes from 
interviewees illustrate:

If you consider the ability to take the initiative in social settings, I think it is underestimated 
in the program. It only gets attention in the course on professional communication and 

Look, I think that social initiative and open-mindedness are lacking, I am not happy with 
how it is integrated now into the curriculum. – Ellen

I miss cultural empathy in our programme. But there should be a course on cultural 
communication, a course which combines cultural awareness and communication. – Suzan

Implicitly, I discuss open-mindedness when discussing case studies but not social initiative. 
And cultural empathy? Indirectly, because when you are doing international business, you 
have to understand your business partner…With export management these aspects are 
touched upon when discussing the case studies. You need these to do international business 
successfully…but I do not give any theory about these aspects… – Caroline

and Marianne:

I think that we have integrated cultural empathy quite well now. This is because we have 
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Cultural empathy has a prominent place in my lessons because I explain to the students 
what Spanish culture looks like and what you may expect when visiting such a country…it 
is information you will add in your lessons, it is not the main goal but you give it for free, so 
to speak. You have to know something about the culture when learning a language. – Ellen

Yes, because we want to use the student’s experiences as much as possible in order to assess 
them on their cultural awareness. So, not only on the knowledge of cultural management, 
the do’s and don’ts of various countries. But what is your role? How do you react and how 

compared to other degrees”. - Ellen

Some lecturers indicate that their course design stimulates students to develop the ability to 
take initiative during team projects and role-plays. During the learning activities, lecturers 

I try to stimulate social initiative by letting students talk to each other. They also have 

the initiative… without social initiative you do not learn anything about the other culture. 
– Ellen

their behavior… and by talking to each other and asking the right questions, I hope that 

on their intrinsic motivation. And I look at how other people see them. I do this to increase 
their self-esteem so that they realize what they like and where their passion and talent come 
together. – Jan

Based on the opinion that most people develop attitudes during their job, the interviewees 
support the idea that students should acquire and develop the selected attitudes of social 
initiative, open-mindedness and cultural empathy in work-related assignments and projects 
during the bachelor programme. If students work with these authentic assignments, they 
will probably experience the relevance of these attitudes for successful functioning.

I think that, in general, attitude development can’t be taught as a separate course or 
workshop in a curriculum but as something which is woven into the whole curriculum… 
you have to develop it but you can’t see it as an isolated element in the programme. – Jan
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approach companies. Consequently, language, culture and social initiative are relevant 
here…. During their internship they work with a company and their graduation thesis is 
about a company, so I think we cover that nicely…– John

These work-related assignments and projects stem from international business practice and 
students usually work in teams with separate roles for each student in the team. To support 
theories with exercises, most lecturers collect materials from diverse media sources, which 
vary from up-to-date cases and role-plays to self-evaluation questionnaires and formats of 
workshops borrowed from colleagues. Sometimes students bring a case study into the class 
or the lecturers integrate their own experiences into the course.

… I ask the students to read the chapters or slides on Blackboard in advance and we use a 
case to apply this knowledge and information in class. This could be a case based on my 

Although some of the lecturers invite export managers as guest lecturers into their classes 
or organize company visits for the students, the majority of interviewees suggest that more 
cases and assignments from internationalizing SMEs should be incorporated into the IBL 
programme. 

exams and team projects to self-evaluation reports on the study abroad and internships. 
In general, the assessment of the selected communication and language skills is not 
problematic since it meets the standards of the accreditation formats (e.g. the Cambridge 

the selected attitudes of international relation competency. The assessment of cultural 
awareness is included in the language tests by letting students write business letters that 

But instead of assessing, you can only have an opinion about open-mindedness and social 
initiative. 
6 for open-mindedness. – Suzan

people approach customers and how they have to visit other stands: Dare I? Do you ask 
or will I ask? So, it is the experience of taking initiative which cannot be assessed but is 
necessary…– Caroline
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mindedness and cultural empathy, most of the interviewees wonder how students can prove 

Like the lecturers, the alumni, too, advocate more knowledge acquisition on relation 
management but also on the following topics: sales, business economics, market research, 

by the alumni, who indicate that, though they may master written communication skills, 

the selected attitudes of relation competency, the alumni consider their attitudes towards 

management. The alumni further emphasized that active involvement of internationalizing 
companies in the various projects and modules could improve their professional 
development. Particularly, they consider that practising the selected skills and attitudes of 
IRC within authentic international business contexts would enhance the development of 
IRC. That said, the alumni did not address the matter of attitude development during the 
bachelor IBL programme.

5.5.2.3 Summary of the results of phase 2
The lecturers and the alumni share the opinion that teaching theory about relation 
management and the development of the skills and attitudes of international relation 
competency requires considerably more attention than is currently the case. Some lecturers 
suggest integrating international relation competency with the three distinct competency 
areas: International Business, International Communication and Intercultural Awareness. 
Though alumni felt by and large that their education had prepared them adequately in the area 
of written communication, they found their oral communication skills to be wanting. Both 

to the language teachers, alumni’s need for more training in English and Spanish could be 
due to a considerable reduction in teaching hours in order to introduce modules on cultural 
awareness. Therefore, the language teachers advocate an increase in the level for language 
learning and hours and, preferably, the same number of hours previously allotted. For 

by German and Spanish, remains very important for starting export professionals. This 

skills in all the courses and modules of the curriculum. Finally, the lecturers suggested 
that a long stay in a foreign country is an advantage, especially if it results in improved 
language skills. 
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the required exposure to international business practice by bringing in export managers 
as guest speakers, organizing company visits, or using international case studies in the 

experience necessary to all learning. Both lecturers and alumni addressed the same problem 
that the limited time allocated to a course is spent on theory, hence leaving no room for the 
application of knowledge, skills and attitudes in international business practice.

5.6 Discussion

The study aimed to gain a better understanding of the integration of international relation 
competency into the curriculum of a bachelor education programme in international 
business. The main reason for examining this topic has been the importance (reported on in 
Chapter 4) that internationalizing SMEs have attached to international relation competency 

Despite its rationale, I found that the ability of IBL students to successfully develop 
collaborations between people in business and organizations has been underestimated 
in the IBL curriculum. This is illustrated by the lack of teaching theoretical knowledge 
on networking and relation management as SMEs’ internationalizing strategy in the 
curriculum of IBL. Moreover, there appears to be a variation in attributed importance 
among the functional knowledge aspects of relationship management. Whereas the 
lecturers considered investigating clients’ needs to be a crucial functional knowledge 
aspect of relationship management, the alumni considered this the least important. The 

not part of their study, which also pertains to the ability to build relationships. As a matter 
of fact, the alumni even considered the acquisition of new international customers to be the 
most challenging task for them.

education and work practice (Jackson, 2009). Although the lecturers all agree on the 
importance of international relation competency, it appears that they are not fully aware 
that internationalizing SMEs consider building relationships with potential business 
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explanation for this limited awareness could be the IHEs´ lack of structural cooperation with 
internationalizing SMEs. Students write their theses commissioned by companies and have 
their work placements, but there is little synergy between education and real-world business 
practice (Wilson, 2012). This mismatch could be due to the complexity of transferring 

knowledge for granted but the expectation in the workplace is that the knowledge acquired 
is ‘ready to use’. If this is not the case, then questions about its relevance arise (Eraut, 
2004). Consequently, both education and workplace ignore the challenges of integrating 
acquired knowledge and skills with new situations: the development of students’ skills 
typically takes place in work settings and is not part of their formal education (Stenström, 
2006). Through UBC-based teaching (Goddard & Kempton, 2011; Van der Sijde, 2012), 
the knowledge transfer from universities to business and vice versa could well improve the 
cooperation between university and business.

The professional practice also constitutes an important source for attitude development 

that the international employee carries out (Von Treuer et al., 2011). This type of so-called 

& Takeuchi, 1995), which is why its acquisition is blended with the work itself through 
informal learning (Park & Jacobs, 2011). If I link the alumni’s limited attitude towards the 
social initiative and open-mindedness with their need for more practical experiences in 
international sales, it supports the conviction that an improvement of the development of 

said, students should be confronted with tasks from practical reality, such as working in 
an international team, which allows them to assume greater responsibilities with required 
behavior. Only in these new situations can students develop the relevant attitudes required 
to build international business relationships. However, the emphasis during the internships 

which does not challenge the students´ attitudes such as social initiative, open-mindedness, 
creativity or cultural empathy. Yet crucially, the students’ attitudes may well determine the 
success of an internship with an internationalizing company.

Another complicating factor is the lecturers´ need for a validated assessment tool for the 
selected attitudes that would contribute to successful integration of international relation 
competency into the IBL curriculum. Validating competencies is a complex process: a 
competency is not homogenous and therefore not always manifested in behaviour, given 
its dependency on various contexts (Ruben, 1976). Other validation problems are the 
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and education (Luken, 2006). In order to bridge the gap between a competency framework 
and work practice, Ten Cate and Scheele (2007) introduced the concept of trust in the 
validation of competencies in the medical practice. The students’ ability to carry out 
professional activities adequately is based on so-called Entrustable Professional Activities 
(EPA’s), which are units of professional practice that describe the work tasks: activities 
to be carried out and responsibilities to be taken in patient care which for safety reasons 

profession whereas competencies describe persons through their knowledge, skills and 
attitudes. Consequently, EPA’s require several domains of competencies to be developed 
by students. During their training, students may be entrusted with EPA’s when their 
supervising clinicians believe they can take on these responsibilities (Ten Cate & Scheele, 
2007). Given the similar dynamics of the medical context and international business 
context with constantly changing contacts and (cultural) problems, it would be interesting 
to see if this method of competency validation from medical practice could be applied 
to the validation of international relation competency in international business practice. 
Further research will tell.

5.7 Conclusion

The aim of this study was to determine the extent to which international relation 
competency with its attitudes and skills have been represented in the curriculum of the 
bachelor programme International Business & Languages. The various data collection 

and a survey among alumni, all of which have studied the phenomenon of the integration 
of international relation competency in the curriculum of the IBL programme. Both 
IBL lecturers and IBL alumni agreed that this competency is only implicitly integrated 
into the curriculum. According to the interviewees, the development of the attitudes of 
international relation competency during the courses deserves a lot more attention than it 
currently receives. Moreover, both parties also agreed that the training and development 
of the selected skills and attitudes need major improvement. They recommend the active 
involvement of internationalizing companies in some curricular components to stimulate 
learning from experience. Together with supportive learning strategies and assessment, 
this could have a positive impact on the employability of students. In the next chapter, 
therefore, I will examine the employers’ views on the employability of students with 
additional perceptions of IBL alumni on their suitability for international business practice.
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5.7.1 Contributions
With regard to the focus of the relational dimension of social capital in this study, the 

business partners, which would support the integration of international relation competency 
into the curriculum of a bachelor education programme in international business. By 

the requirements of internationalizing SMEs for starting export professionals. 

attitude development of international relation competency during bachelor education. For 
students, the development of their skillset becomes meaningful only when it is aligned 
with authentic learning assignments with a PBL focus. It is, therefore, important that 
lecturers raise students´ awareness about the actual use of their knowledge acquisition in 
combination with their skills and attitude development for the work practice to prepare 

of knowledge is vital to judge the reliability of information: the more one knows about a 

learning.

resources for exploring a combination of cultural competency, critical thinking and 

and business, and it is likely going to play a larger role, certainly in light of recent curricular 
development that stresses the need for work practice through authentic learning (Quintana 

the centre of professional reality (Vonk, 2006) without, however, becoming too dependent 
on professional practice, and without diminishing its responsibility for training students 
(Visscher-Voerman, 2018). Knowledge transfer is an essential task of education, and I 

most from traditional education combined with PBL learning formats.

5.7.2 Implications for teaching IBL
An important issue to emerge from the study is related to the lack both of knowledge 
on relation management as a prerequisite for successful international business, and of 
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To improve the quality of the IBL curriculum, this topic should become more explicit 
in various components. Moreover, better integration of the various curriculum modules, 

export manager (Hagen et al., 2006; Orgean et al., 2009), this study shows that investing 
in language education at IHEs is necessary (Eurobarometer, 2006) for better preparation 

illustrates that European SMEs have an increasing need, apart from the three major 
languages English, French and German, for Spanish, Chinese, Arabic and Portuguese. 
While the majority of the graduates felt that their education had equipped them with written 
communication skills, this was not the case when discussing the necessary level of verbal 
communication skills required in the international work practice. Another important issue 
of the study related to the alumni’s need for better application of theory to international 

export job, particularly in relation to sales. In sum, improvements in the IBL curriculum 

experience.

5.8  Limitations

The study has certain limitations. One limitation is that the interviewees were selected only 
from one institution of higher education. However, given the similar results of equivalent 

of the study is the relatively low response rate of the alumni survey. Although these 
respondents may not be representative of others, I consider their contribution valuable to 

levels of the education model of Kirkpatrick (1967) need to be evaluated (Blanchard et al., 

& Gill, 1992). Despite these limitations, I think that the study contributes to the existing 
literature about the focus of an international business curriculum concerning students’ 
development of attitudes and skills in relation to learning from experiences.
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5.8.1 Recommendations for further research

the need for further research into the assessment of attitude development within the 
context of IB education. As described in the discussion section 5.8, the EPA method of 
competency validation (Ten Cate, 2005) could be a relevant assessment tool. During their 
training, students may be entrusted with EPA’s provided the team of supervising lecturers 
and export managers believe they can take on these responsibilities. Further research 
into the assessment of attitudes may be a prerequisite for the integration of IRC into the 
international business curriculum.

Another suggestion for future studies would be to explore the integration of IRC with 
international business curricula taught at other UAS in the Netherlands to compare 
the international business curricula and lecturers’ views on the relevance of IRC. This 
comparative research could well deliver additional relevant insights for the integration of 
IRC into the international business curriculum.

Note
In 2017 the IBL curriculum was adjusted to improve the quality of the programme. Based on consultations 

these adjustments primarily related to an increase of authentic case studies and collaboration with the 
international partner university in Germany in the Euregion.
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Abstract

Due to the growing need of internationalizing SMEs for graduates in international business, 
the employability of graduates is becoming increasingly important for IHEs. Their focus 
has shifted from ‘education providers to human capital providers’, which implies an 
increasing role for international business practice in education programmes. The studies 
in the previous chapters illustrated the presumed disconnect between education and 
business practice with regard to the integration of international relation competency into 

competency for starting export professionals. The negative impact of this disconnect on the 

internationalizing SMEs (111), complemented with perceptions of IBL alumni. Employers 
are placing considerable importance on the development of attitudes and skills in actual 
international work practice. Moreover, graduates often feel underprepared for their 

international business context of SMEs. Yet, there is room for improvement with a renewed 
focus on expertise development in practice.
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6.1 Introduction

The growing need of employers for young talent (CBS, 2018; Nederlands Comité voor 
Ondernemerschap, 2019) increases the importance of graduates’ employability for 
institutions of higher education (Jackson, 2009). Despite the various perspectives on 

to either perform a job successfully or at least attain a level of performance necessary for a 
particular activity or task (Morris et al., 2013). The overlapping similarities in the various 

‘a set of achievements, skills, understandings and personal attributes, that make graduates 
more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which 

2003; Biesma et al., 2007). The ongoing debate between potential employers and IHEs 
on the improvement of graduates’ employability often refers to issues about the relevance 

private sector. Moreover, the increasing gap between the competencies of graduates and the 
requirements of the work practice in an increasingly globalized world (Yunus & Li, 2005) 
calls for a renewed focus of business education. This call for a broader understanding of 
employers’ needs in undergraduate business programmes (Azevedo et al., 2012) has shifted 
the focus of IHE from education providers to human capital providers (Islam et al., 2015), 
which implies an increasing role for work-based learning (Jackson, 2016).

6.2. Perspectives on employability

In recent years, the focus in competency-based education has shifted towards a stronger 

employability skills (Brimble & Cameron 2011), concern 75% of the required skills (World 
Economic Forum, 2018) and they involve team building, cooperation, problem-solving, 
communication and cultural skills (Voogt, Pereja Roblin, 2010; Young & Chapman, 2010). 

development deserves a more prominent place in the curriculum of IHEs (Prensky, 2017). 

competition, they expect that IHEs provide bilingual graduates who are interculturally 
competent (Hutchinson et al., 2006; Treleaven et al., 2007). They are expected to have 
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a solid understanding of 21st-century business which they experienced in practical 

to professional domains, such as the export professional in this study, remain very important 
for employers (Corporaal et al., 2018) and graduates. Handling the growing complexity in 

and skills instead of merely advanced skills. Moreover, internationalizing entrepreneurs 
have high standards when recruiting future export employees: any kind of international 
work experience is important, even more so than an export-related degree without any work 

the employability of graduates seems necessary since entrepreneurs are increasingly 
concerned about the range and level of competencies obtained in educational settings that 

skills as being vital for graduates´ success in their job (Cheong et al., 2015).

6.2.1. Learning from experiences
Becoming a globally competent manager is a gradual process, the result of numerous 
culturally rich experiences. As shown in earlier studies (Vonk, 2006), employers who hire 

years of work experience (Chouhan & Srivastava, 2014). To assure a smooth transition 
from education to the workplace, lecturers not only encourage students to undertake 
extracurricular activities, but they also facilitate work placements, traineeships, internships, 

experiential learning approach (Kolb, 1984) combines academic learning with students’ 

and skills development (Boud et al., 1993; Lowdon et al., 2011). As such, it aligns with 

themselves (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Kirsch, 2009). Thanks to authentic assignments in 
international business education, the learning becomes more powerful for students because 
it compels them to become active participants in problem-solving and decision-making 
processes (Wurdinger & Carlson, 2010) that are characteristic of the international business 
practice. Experiential learning leads to an adaptive use of knowledge as students learn to 

2003). This is particularly true for the younger generation raised in a globalizing world 
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who are inclined to view internationalization as a routine without knowing, however, how 

students should be encouraged to become involved with a real-work context (Clark & 

activities as part of their undergraduate education (Coll et al., 2009; Smith, 2012).

In order to optimize their learning from the cumulative knowledge and experiences, 
students need to be prepared for learning. One aspect of this learning process relates to 

others to cope with the dynamics of international business contexts (Gibb, 1997). Just as 
they experienced in their learning process, entrepreneurs expect that graduates, too, can 

can contribute to the knowledge and skills development of professionals (Procee, 2006), 
which is why this learning approach might be helpful for students to increase the valuation 
of their international experiences including other perspectives and cultural assumptions. 

The discrepancies between the practitioner and academic interest are the subject of a 
large number of studies on the disconnect between the demands of work practice and 
graduates’ competencies (Allen & Van der Velden, 2001; Green & McIntosh, 2007; 
Ashman et al., 2008; Islam et al., 2015; Peng et al., 2016). In light of ongoing discussions 
as to whether international business education can meet current business needs (Prestwich 

between graduates and employers on the context and content of business education as 
regards graduate employability (Andrews & Higson, 2010). Given the main goal of 
international business education to stimulate students´ development as competent starting 

international relation competency required for working in dynamic international business 
environments. However, the study described in Chapter 5 illustrates the disconnect 
between international business education and business practice with regard to the training 
of international relation competency in work practice during the bachelor programme in 
international business. This disconnect is possibly because that the international business 
curriculum lacks experiential learning in export contexts, which is why I assume that this 
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disconnect may have a negative impact on the employability of graduates. By examining 
graduates´ employability, the results of this study can help to clarify the role of IHE´s for 

6.3 Aim and research questions

This study aims to understand how representatives of internationalizing SMEs consider 

about their readiness to meet the challenges of international business practice. The research 
question is as follows:

6.4 Method

6.4.1 Participants

6.4.1.1 Employers
In this study, I used the same respondents as described in Chapter 4. Participants comprised 

levels of starting export professionals. I selected companies based on export criteria 
(export turnover of 10% or more). All representatives who met these criteria (n = 1670) 
were asked to participate. In October 2015, I invited the companies by email to complete 
a questionnaire in an electronic format, accompanied by information about the purposes of 

Of the 1670 participating employers, information was received from 167 respondents, a 
response rate of 10%. Despite the careful selection of the participants, 56 of the respondents 
did not meet the selection criteria of the export turnover. Therefore, the results described 
in this chapter are based on the remaining 111 respondents (Table 20). Most respondents 
were small employers (50.5%; 1-10 employees) followed by employers in medium-sized 
companies (21.6%; 11-50 employees). The others were employers in large companies 
(27,9 %; 51-250 employees). The majority of respondents had positions of director or 
owner with a bachelor or master and with an average relevant work experience of 10 years. 
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Table 20: Respondents by size of the organization

Employees Respondents

1-10  56 50.5%
11-50  24 21.6%
51-250 31 27.9%

Total 111 100.0%

The largest number of companies operated within the sector ‘Industry, Metal and Plastics’ 
(31.5%) and a sizeable number operated within ‘Other’ (27%) and ‘Wholesale and Retail’ 
(18%). The main activity of these companies was export followed by import. Although 
24% of the respondents, regardless of company size, indicated that they had employed 

indicated that they did not have many vacancies for international jobs open to recent 
graduates. Respondents considered international sales and export support services to be 
the appropriate starting positions for graduates of international business from a University 
of Applied Sciences.

6.4.1.2 Alumni 
In this study, I used the same respondents as described in chapter 5. I collected the views 
of the IBL alumni regarding their suitability for international business practice. The IBL 
alumni were selected from two Dutch Universities of Applied Sciences between 2011 and 

The questionnaire was sent out to all 184 alumni who were registered with the two 
Institutions of Higher Education between 2011 and 2016. From this population, 120 alumni 
did not respond due to reasons of wrong email address, change of jobs or relocation. With 
64 respondents, the response rate was 35%. After a careful analysis of the questionnaires, it 

them unsuitable for this study. Therefore, the results described in this chapter are based on 

of respondents vary from junior positions in marketing, sales and export support to start 
positions in communication and customer support in both SMEs and service organizations.
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6.4.2 Data collection
For the employers, the questions were part of the employers’ questionnaire as described 
in Chapter 4. To ensure content validity and to minimize ambiguity of wording, the 
questionnaire was successfully piloted in a study among directors and export managers 

SMEs participated in the pilot study. The participants were asked if they had any questions 
or ambiguities concerning the questionnaire. This was not the case. 

For the IBL alumni, the questions were part of the alumni’s questionnaire as described in 

telephone, they were invited to participate in an interview by telephone through an email 
explaining the goal and focus of the interview. I developed a draft questionnaire that was 

and the seven interviews by telephone were carried out by a research assistant under the 
supervision of the author.

The method of respondent selection of the IBL alumni was similar to random selection: the 
IBL alumni respondents were included in the sample simply because they graduated from 
the IBL bachelor programme. For the questionnaires for both employers and IBL alumni, a 
5-point Likert scale was used: 1-very poor to 5-very good.

6.4.3 Design questionnaire for the employers and the alumni on employability
The questionnaire for the employers and the IBL alumni was set up around the graduates’ 
employability, which I considered as a set of knowledge, skills and attitudes that make 
graduates in international business suitable for the international labour market. Graduates’ 

build relationships, the ability to handle unexpected international situations, the ability to 

represents international relation competency within the context of initiating relationships 
with international business partners. Therefore, I selected the competency ‘Able to build 

assumption that the international business curriculum lacks experiential learning in dynamic 
export contexts led to the adjustment of the UAS general competency C (#D4, #D5) to 
the second competency, ‘handles unexpected international situations’. Given our previous 
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performing’,since this competency is crucial for graduates’ learning from experiences. 
I also selected the UAS general competency ‘works independently’ (#D4, #D5) as this 

competency encompasses graduates’ readiness for international business practice.

Table 21: Competencies of graduates’ employability for employers’ and alumni’s 
questionnaire 

Competency Employers Alumni

Is able to build relationships x x
Handles unexpected international situations x x

x x
Works independently x x

x x

6.4.4 Data analysis employers and alumni
I used descriptive statistics for the analysis of data from the employers’ and the alumni’s 
questionnaires. I calculated means and established the degree of consensus among the 
respondents’ judgments using standard deviations, as displayed in Table 22.

6.5 Results 

6.5.1 Views on employability
The employers rated their perception of the suitability of graduates from Universities of 

questionnaire. The scores (Table 22) show an unambiguous result: almost all components 
scored average, which means it is viewed neither negatively nor positively.

employers do not highly value the graduates’ ability ‘to handle unexpected international 
situations’ (3.02). The expectation that graduates required less supervision was also 
valued by employers with a low score on the competency ‘works independently’ (3.08). 
Furthermore, the results show that employers are most positive about the graduates’ 
ability to build relationships. The alumni survey shows that their scores on how ‘to handle 
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not very high. Moreover, the alumni highly value their ability to build relationships with 
business partners from other countries. When I compare the employers’ views with the 

shows that unlike the employers, the alumni valued their employability more positively. 

Table 22: Employability according to employers and alumni
Employers 
(n = 111)

Alumni
(n = 17) Mann-Whitney  

U test

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Mean

Standard 
Deviation

Is able to build relationships 3,25 ,62 4,00 ,50 U = 1513,0*

Handles unexpected international situations 3,02 ,66 3,59 ,62 U = 1387,5*

3,12 ,72 3,71 ,77 U = 1376,5*

Works independently 3,08 ,65 3,76 ,44 U = 1478,0*

3,14 ,60 3,65 ,61 U = 1336,0*

* p < 0.01

did a Kruskal Wallis test to compare the mean score for each component of employability. 

 

Company size  

0-10 nov-50 51-250 Kruskal Wallisw

Mean StdDev Mean StdDev Mean StdDev Test

Is able to build relationships 3,2 0,55 3,25 0,53 3,35 0,8 H = 2,49; p= ,288

Handles unexpected international situations 2,98 0,65 2,96 0,69 3,13 0,67 H = 2,52; p= ,284

3,07 0,66 3,21 0,66 3,13 0,88 H = 0,75; p= ,688

Works independently 3,05 0,52 3 0,83 3,19 0,7 H = 2,45; p= ,295

3,11 0,41 3,21 0,83 3,13 0,67 H = 0,90; p= ,638

Some alumni shared the opinion that the discrepancy between their education and the 
actual working situation has been caused by the emphasis given to knowledge acquisition 
during education and not on its practical application. While they were very positive about 
the theoretical training in, for instance, marketing and management, they were more 
negative about the application of theories to the work practice. Some alumni suggested 
including more projects from practice and developing more projects with companies. Only 
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their future employers might require. Such work-related projects and assignments would 
help students learn how to communicate with business partners abroad and how to adjust 

The alumni further reported that the inclusion of internationalizing companies in several 
courses could improve the teaching of international relation competency. They think that 
practising the selected skills and attitudes in authentic international business environments 

The employers, too, would like to see more attention given to graduates’ employability in 
international business, throughout the curriculum. Not only should there be further training 
of relevant skills and attitudes, but students should also be given the opportunity during 
their study to apply and develop these attitudes and skills in international business practice. 

after graduation.

6.6 Discussion

with perceptions of the IBL alumni, support the hypothesis that the disconnect between 
education and international business practice has a somewhat negative impact on graduates’ 
employability. Given the mediocre scores, the study results reveal that employability is 
neither very good nor very bad, which leaves room for improvement. The fact that medium-

export activities. Overall, the employers’ views on the graduates’ preparedness for their 

alumni on these topics. This outcome emphasizes the presumed disconnect, which could 
be a reality check for IHEs to reconsider their bachelor program in international business. 
That said, this outcome could also imply that the alumni overestimate their competencies 
regarding their employability. 

business education can meet current business needs (Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2007; Milhauser 
& Rahschulte, 2010; McMurray et al., 2016), the results of this study showed that employers 
and alumni share the same views on the alumni’s ability to handle unexpected international 
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equipped to deal with the dynamics of the international business contexts of SMEs. This is 
worthy of note, particularly since this ability is supposed to be one of the major challenges 

matters of the employability of IBL students for internationalizing SMEs. 

The study results further indicate that the perceived disconnect between practice and 
business education primarily concerns the application of theoretical and conceptual 

view of employers, IHEs have the responsibility to train students in the selected skills and 
attitudes, preferably in close cooperation with internationalizing companies (Andrews & 
Higson, 2010; Quintana et al., 2016). Therefore, students need solid preparation before 

and development goals in relation to their work placement and the educational program 
(Wilton, 2012). Moreover, the crucial role of lecturers is an important factor in shaping 
graduate employability. To conclude, the design of an experiential learning environment 
for students of international business may lead to higher employability of graduates for a 
starting international position, a serious consideration for IHEs given that internationalizing 
SMEs have a growing need for graduates.

6.7 Conclusion

Due to the expansion of SMEs’ export activities, IHEs have an increasing responsibility 
to deliver ‘ready-to-start’ export professionals for these companies. Younger generations 
view internationalization as a part of their lives, yet they have to learn how to deal with 

between graduate skills and employers’ demands, which is partly due to the fact that 
students lack the opportunity to apply learned theoretical frameworks to international 

become more competent export professionals. 

6.7.1 Implications for practice

dimension of social capital, these perceptions can contribute to alumni’s readiness for 
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international business practice to some extent, but it is the alignment of this ability with 
international business practice that really enhances their ability to build relationships in 
international business contexts. As a matter of fact, neither employers nor alumni value the 
graduates’ ability ‘to handle unexpected international situations’ very highly. Therefore, 

of international relation competency in authentic international business settings.

In terms of preparing students to work in global markets, the value of learning in authentic 
learning environments is that it confronts students with unfamiliar situations and realistic 
tasks in real global entrepreneurial settings (Heinonen & Poikkijoki, 2006; Moore, 2010). 
With reference to the study of Clark and White (2010), which points out that “a quality 
university business education program must include an experiential learning component”, it 
is worth mentioning the Export Development Programme (EDP) (1) as a recent example of 

one Dutch University of Applied Sciences. The evaluation study of this export traineeship 
programme (See Appendix D) shows that both graduates and employers highly valued the 

important skill for students since its focus is not so much on the evaluation and assessment 

their progress and have agency with regard to their learning (Ford et al., 1998). That said, 
metacognition can positively contribute to the development of their ability ‘to perform 

unable to work without daily supervision.

With regard to graduates’ employability, the employers and alumni agreed in their 
dissatisfaction regarding the aspects of ‘handling unexpected international situations’ 

educators should reconsider the curriculum of international business studies to improve the 
employability of its graduates.
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6.8 Strengths and Limitations 

I believe that the strength of this study lies in the fact that all participants in the survey 

and relevance apply equally to more than one economic sector. Almost all respondents 
gave the employability of graduates a mediocre score. One limitation of the study is the 
low response rate of the alumni survey due to their indicated time constraints and lack of 
willingness to participate in the study. The method of a random selection of respondents 
does not claim to be fully representative, but it does give us insight into people’s general 
views. Although these respondents may not be representative of others, I consider their 

limitations, I think that the study contributes to the existing literature on improving the 
employability of international business graduates.

6.8.1 Suggestions for further research
This study opens up new research avenues regarding graduates’ employability.
Thanks to technological innovations that facilitate acquiring online knowledge, increased 
use of English and learning through social networks, the ‘globalizing world is coming 
closer’. This has raised the expectation that the younger generation can learn international 

similar behavior. This implies that competency development cannot be replaced by the 
availability of technological developments, illustrating in turn the need for research on new 
learning strategies. The ‘preparation for future learning’ (PFL) perspective underscores 
the importance of understanding experiences from work practice that prepares students to 
question their assumptions and actively seek other people´s opinions (Bransford et al., 2000; 
Schwartz et al., 2011). Consequently, the PFL perspective can help students to monitor, 

as learning strategies on the employability of International Business graduates since the 

Note
(1) The EDP aims to develop graduates’ professional international skills and attitudes by allowing 

students to write their graduation thesis with an internationalizing company and to implement the 
recommendations of their thesis during an export traineeship that starts right after their graduation. 
During their traineeship, the graduates are employed as an export trainee by the company and they 
receive coaching from experienced export professionals with regard to the professional development 
of their attitudes and skills.
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7.1 Introduction

in Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 of this dissertation. After describing the research questions and 

studies presented in Chapters 3-6 in relation to the four sub-questions posed in Chapter 
1 and Chapter 2 of this study. This overview also includes theoretical contributions and 

and limitations of this study.

7.2 Topics of the research questions

The main topic of this thesis concerns the connection between the international business 

extent to which Universities of Applied Sciences adequately prepare international business 

need for graduates with degrees in international business, the main research question of 
the thesis was to determine whether the bachelor programme in international business, 
which prepares students for a career as a starting export professional, trains the relevant 
competencies required by internationalizing SMEs, their future employers. Related topics 
concerned:

SMEs;
A study about a conceptual framework of international relation competency; 
The validation of the international relation competency framework by internationalizing 
SMEs;
An analysis of the integration of international relation competency into a bachelor 
programme in international business.
A study on the employability of graduates in international business

the thesis. Since most SMEs have limited resources to hire experienced export managers, 
they need graduates for their international expansion. This means that an important task 
of IHE´s is to ensure that students are prepared adequately for working in international 
business practice. 
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The relevance of international competencies for SMEs´ internationalization processes 
is well recognized in the literature (Davies et al., 2011) given the wide variety of 
international competency frameworks and constructs (Gelfand et al., 2008; Chouhan & 
Srivastava, 2014). A necessary task for starting export professionals is to build social 
capital in unknown international markets, such as personal relationships with potential 
partners, agents or customers (Rodrigues & Child, 2012). The importance of relationships 
in business networks has been described in various studies on SME internationalization 
(Anderson et al., 1994; Holm et al., 1996; Agndal & Chetty, 2007; Johanson & Vahlne, 
2009; Kontinen & Ojala, 2011; Ojala, 2008). Although relationships are important 
determinants for SMEs’ internationalization process, it is equally important to understand 
the implications for social interaction that these relationships pose (Purponen, 2012). 

business partners as the key operational task for graduates in international business. It is 
therefore necessary to gain a better understanding of any impediments that may make it 

framework may well be inadequate for the required competencies to initiate international 
relationships with foreign business partners (Bücker, 2013). Based on the literature on 
international entrepreneurship, social capital, relationship management, and competency 
development in bachelor education, I examined the development of the IRC framework, its 
dimensionality, its integration into a bachelor programme International Business, and the 
employability of graduates in international business.

7.3 Main findings of the studies

The studies described in Chapters 3 through 6 give insight into the views of SME directors, 
lecturers and alumni from bachelor programmes in international business on international 
relation competency.

The results from Chapter 3 show that SME directors and export managers from the 
Netherlands and Germany agreed that the acquisition of new customers and initiating, 
building and maintaining relationships with potential business partners are the most 
important tasks for starting export professionals. Moreover, these tasks align with 
knowledge, skills and attitudes which appear to be decisive for entrepreneurs when hiring 
a starting export professional. SME directors and export managers consistently addressed 
communication skills as the primary skill, yet they had concerns about the quality of these 
skills with starting export professionals.
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In Chapter 4, I explored the challenges of the initiation phase of relationship building in 
intercultural settings and developed a framework of international relation competency. I 
selected three dimensions of knowledge, skills and attitudes expressions that are necessary 
for the initiation of relationships in intercultural settings. The results of the survey among 
exporting Dutch SMEs on the aspects of the IRC framework showed that the functional 
knowledge dimension ‘Business Knowledge’ was validated for the selected Strategic, 

three selected export tasks in this study. Moreover, the directors advocated the development 
of international relation competency in the bachelor programme in international business, 
preferably in close cooperation with internationalizing companies. The outcome of the 
study aligns with previous studies in which employers stress the importance of business 
knowledge but believe that other skills and attitudes may be developed in the workplace.

Based on these outcomes, I examined in the study of Chapter 5 the extent to which the 
selected knowledge, skills and attitudes have been integrated into the curriculum of the 
bachelor programme in international business taught at a University of Applied Sciences 
in the Netherlands. I concluded that international relation competency is almost absent 

management for export jobs, they hardly touch on the topic of relation management and 
hence the development of the selected knowledge, skills and attitudes of international 
relation competency in their courses. The lecturers further indicated that the assessment 

an increase in the involvement of internationalizing SMEs with the international business 
curriculum.

In Chapter 6, I examined the consequences of the disconnect between employers’ needs 
and the IBL bachelor programme on the employability of IBL graduates. The results of 
the survey study revealed some negative impact of this mismatch on the employability of 

due to their lack of experience in applying theory to practice. They advocate an increasing 
focus on the development of international relation competency through experiential 
learning. The positive experiences of graduates in international business who participated 
in an export traineeship programme (the Export Development Programme, Appendix D) 
illustrate the added value of a structural collaboration between internationalizing SMEs 
and students.
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7.4 Conclusions of the studies

This thesis has demonstrated the disconnect between the international business studies 
curriculum and international business practice with regard to competency development 
in relationship building, valued by internationalizing SMEs as the most important export 

and inadequate competencies, especially related to attitudes and communication, including 
foreign language skills. Additionally, the research has shown that this disconnect has some 
negative impact on the employability of graduates. Nevertheless, employers perceive the 
great potential for the development of graduates’ international relation competency which, 
combined with experiential learning experiences and metacognition, is bound to narrow 
the disconnect between employers´ needs and international business education. 

The study developed, in particular, the notion of ‘international relation competency’, which 
is the ability of graduates to initiate relationships with foreign business partners. With its 
focus on the relational dimension of the social capital theory, I argued that the selected 
knowledge, skills and attitude dimensions of this ability are crucial for the initiation of 
international business relationships. Additionally, this thesis provided insight into the role 
of these IRC dimensions in relation to the strategic, marketing and relation tasks of starting 
export professionals. As such, the research demonstrated that IRC depends on conditions 

7.5  Theoretical contributions 

Based on theories about social capital, relation management and competency 
development, this thesis has argued that relation management, in particular the initiation 

export job with internationalizing SMEs. I used social capital theory to investigate 
international relation competency as the ability to initiate relationships that can facilitate 
SMEs’ internationalization. By introducing a theoretical framework of international 
relation competency, this thesis contributes to the theoretical debates with regard to the 

st-century international managers, the concept of international 
relation competency and the training of international relation competency during bachelor 
education in international business. 
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7.5.1  Contribution regarding Debate 1: Competency profile for 21st-century 
international managers

The results from the studies described in Chapters 3 and 4, show that SME managers 
acknowledge the importance of relationships for the international success of their 
companies. Consequently, SME managers must be skilled in building and managing the 
dynamics of cross-border relations with potential business partners and other stakeholders. 
Due to the growing complexity of international business environments (Van Tulder, 2019), 
however, employers’ attention has somewhat shifted from hiring employees performing 
a certain task to hiring employees who have the potential to acquire the knowledge and 
learning skills required for performing a set of tasks in uncertain business environments 
(Fraser & Greenhalgh, 2001). As such, graduates in international business need to be 

shift to new learning skills relates to an increasing role of attitudes and skills that are 
applicable across multiple international environments and contexts. The new generation of 
export professionals have broad business knowledge and are interculturally conscious with 

new skills Agenda of the EU and the shortlist of skills composed by the World Economic 
Forum (2016) both distinguish skill sets that illustrate the growing need for competencies 
related to the ability to cooperate with stakeholders in international settings. These skill 
sets involve, among other things, language skills, open-mindedness and the ability to 
take the initiative, all relevant components that are also integrated into the framework of 
international relation competency. The framework of international relation competency 

21st century. Based on this outcome, then, any discussion about graduates’ employability 
within the context of the international business curriculum should centre on training those 
competencies that help graduates perform better in a diverse and dynamic international 
workplace.

7.5.2  Contribution regarding Debate 2: A broader understanding of the concept of 
international relation competency 

In this research, I focused on the relational dimension of social capital theory in order to 
explain the relevance of networking for the internationalization for SMEs. The studies in 
this thesis give an understanding of the framework of international relation competency, 
which is additional to the network approach of Johanson and Vahlne (2009). They stress 
the importance of knowledge acquisition through the interactions with relationships inside 
the networks, which is why the IRC framework, with its focus on the initiation phase 
of building relationships, contributes to the challenges of social interaction of individual 
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stakeholders in the network. I developed a framework of international relation competency 
by integrating the relevant knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to initiate relationships. 
As such, the study contributes to the relational dimension of social capital theory by 

capital in the internationalization processes of SMEs.

relations, notably trust (Granovetter, 1985) and expectations (Coleman, 1990). With regard 

building, therefore, the lack of information about the other stakeholders may lead to 
high levels of uncertainty that can cause stress and distance between people. Starting 
export professionals, in particular, may be too anxious to engage in initial interactions 

their communication ability. From the perspective of social capital theory, therefore, the 
export professionals’ ability to initiate relationships appears to be equally important for 
the quality of relationships as are the common values and norms (cognitive dimension) 
and the connections of relationships (structural dimension). Since international relation 
competency gives starting export professionals the opportunity to generate trust, it is, 
therefore, a prerequisite condition for building social capital in the internationalization 
processes of SMEs.

7.5.3 Contribution regarding Debate 3: International relation competency in the 
context of bachelor education 

Another contribution of this thesis relates to the integration of international relation 
competency during bachelor education in international business. As networking primarily 
concerns collaboration and communication skills (Purhonen, 2012), which are among 

of training students in international relation competency. To cooperate with business 
partners in international contexts, starting export professionals need to be experts in 
the domain of relation management. Moreover, they need additional skills and attitudes 
that include language and communication skills and the abilities for the social initiative, 
open-mindedness, and cultural empathy. Since only these trainable knowledge, skills and 
attitude components have been selected for this skill set of IRC belonging to T-shaped 
export professionals, it will be of practical use for bachelor education programs. However, 
if these skills and attitudes are not embedded in the curriculum, as illustrated by the study 
described in Chapter 5, students will lack engagement and successful development of this 
skill set. 
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My research contributes to the debate about whether international business education 
can meet current business needs (Prestwich & Ho-Kim, 2007; Milhauser & Rahschulte, 
2010; McMurray et al., 2016), by showing that the integration of international business 

IRC is underestimated in the current curriculum. Both employers and alumni expressed 
their need for these projects as the interaction and collaboration with companies on these 

lecturers often stick to teaching formats based on knowledge transfer instead of supporting 
the self-regulating skills of students in project-based education (Moos & Ringdal, 2012; 
Kolmos & Egelund-Holgaard, 2017). That said, there are no studies yet that prove that this 

learn to interpret information (Kirschner et al., 2006). Therefore, a combination of both 
learning strategies that improve students´ learning process is recommended. To conclude, 
international relation competency is an aspect that warrants analysis and conceptualization, 
as does the examination of how and to what extent it can be assessed. This could well be 
an important task for Associate Professors at Universities of Applied Sciences who work 
in the domain of International Business.

7.6 Implications for the curriculum in international business

The consensus on the importance of international relation competency amongst directors 
from internationalizing SMEs, the IBL lecturers, and alumni, illustrates the need to include 
the training and development of this competency in the curriculum of bachelor programmes 
in international business. Consequently, the international relation competency framework 
could be used as an innovation variable for curriculum development of these programmes. 
The exchange of business information and insight into customers’ needs appear to be 
the most important input for the Strategic, Marketing, and Relation tasks of the starting 
export professional, which is why this functional knowledge component of international 
relation competency deserves a prominent place in the curriculum. To communicate such 
business knowledge, graduates also need excellent verbal and written communication 
skills. Additionally, the results from the studies described in Chapters 3 and 4 indicate 

in relation to the initiation of relationships with foreign business partners. Therefore, the 
decrease in teaching hours of language education, as described in the study of Chapter 

expertise in verbal presentation skills. Finally, the training of the selected attitudes, with an 
emphasis on ‘open-mindedness’, needs a prominent place in the curriculum.
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The integration of IRC into the international business curriculum should be based on the 
Dublin descriptors in the domain of Commerce. It is therefore necessary to develop an 
assessment method for the knowledge, skills, and attitudes development of international 
relation competency, preferably aligned with SMEs’ international business practice. The 
studies reported here have revealed that employers, lecturers and IBL alumni strongly 
advocate the improvement of learning from international experiences as a required aspect 
of competency-based learning. This so-called experiential learning approach entails 

complex real-world problems which provide students with the opportunity to prepare for a 
profession or career (Moore, 2010). Creating an experiential learning environment allows 

them to become familiar with the way in which export managers solve problems and make 
decisions. A successful example of such collaboration has been demonstrated in the Export 
Development Programme (EDP), an export traineeship project for students in international 
business (Appendix D). This experiential learning programme has proven to be a successful 
vehicle for students to apply theory to practice with a focus on competency development 

where students have the opportunity to gain work experience with exporting SMEs. 

The quality of a curriculum innovation process depends on the supportive role of the 

that lecturers working in IHEs often stick to teaching formats based on knowledge transfer 
instead of supporting the self-regulating skills of students in project-based education 

during experiential learning projects should be part of curricular innovation (Schneider & 
Preckel, 2017). This includes, among other things, frequent interaction between lecturers 
and team learning (Desimone, 2009; Schneider & Preckel, 2017). Finally, the promising 
results of the evaluation study of the EDP (Appendix D) call for further research into the 

an assessment format for attitude and skills development. It is recommended to optimize 
the EDP for the bachelor programmes in international business given the ultimate goal of 

future export jobs. 
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7.6.1  Experiential learning and metacognition as mediating constructs for IRC 
development in a bachelor education
Learning in authentic learning environments confronts students with unfamiliar situations 
and realistic tasks within real global business settings. Ideally, students should already be 
given the opportunity to participate in the international entrepreneurial reality during their 

export job. This requires structural collaborations between IHEs and internationalizing 
SMEs since partnerships between IHEs and business are essential for designing curricula 
that are responsive to the needs of industry (Smith, 2012; Quintana et al., 2016). However, 
the increasing role of IHEs in meeting employers´ demands for work-ready graduates 

their focus on the assessment of knowledge and skills (Biesta, 2011), which implies that 

adequate learning support concerning their learning process, the successful transition of 

so for them it is also important to gain more insight into their learning process (Visscher- 
Voerman, 2018). Metacognition plays a critical role in transferring and integrating 
knowledge and skills into new situations in order to change the way students think and act. 
This applies especially to the international entrepreneurial reality which confronts students 

cultural norms and values. These complex international contexts are designed for students 
to become attentive to potential problems and devise solutions following best practice 

(Visscher-Voerman, 2018). Through metacognition, students can increase the valuation 
of their international experiences including other perspectives and cultural assumptions. 

To conclude, to improve students´ readiness for international business practice, IHEs must 
build a learning environment that enables students to apply theory to practice (Jackson, 
2014). Therefore, mediating constructs such as experiential learning and metacognition 
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suitability for international business practice when it comes to the employability of IBL 
graduates for internationalizing SMEs. I have therefore added the intermediary role of 
experiential learning together with metacognition to the framework of international relation 
competency (Figure 2).

7.7 Strengths and limitations 

In this thesis, various quantitative and qualitative research methods have been used such as 
questionnaire studies, interview studies and a case study. From a methodological viewpoint, 
an important strength of this thesis lies in its combined use of these complementary methods 
for the study of the same phenomenon (Bazeley, 2008; Creswell, 2014). The research study 
as described in Chapter 2 was conducted with Dutch and German directors of SMEs from 

issues of readiness for international business practice are examined from the perspective of 
the internationalizing SMEs, lecturers, and alumni can be considered as a further strength. 
This combination of research methods and perspectives contributes to a complete view of 
topics examined in this thesis.

after graduation. Based on the theoretical and empirical studies in this thesis, I found that 
international relation competency is not explicitly part of the IBL curriculum. Another 
strength relates to the appeal that directors of internationalizing SMEs, IBL lecturers 
and the IBL lecturers make to Institutions of Higher Education to enhance learning in 
authentic export business environments during bachelor education. To prepare students to 
work in global markets, the various international business contexts confront students with 
unfamiliar situations and realistic tasks in real global business settings, which improves the 
training and development of international relation competency. 

One limitation of the thesis lies in the assessment of international relation competency 

described in Chapter 3 examines the perceptions from the directors of internationalizing 
SMEs on these components of IRC model. Consequently, the validation study does not 
measure the extent to which the graduates possess the requisite competency for initiating 
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Figure 2: Framework International Relation Competency 
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international relations. Another limitation of my research in Chapter 4 is that I acquired 
the data about the dependent and independent variables from the same sources at the same 
time in one survey, possibly leading to common method variance (Chang et al., 2010) 
or self-generated validity (Feldman & Lynch, 1988). To the extent possible, I reduced 

educational setting, as opposed to ‘stable’ attitudes which are deeply embedded in the 

the selected export tasks. Therefore, I recommend that the operationalization of the 
attitudes ‘social initiative’ and ‘cultural empathy’ into measurable items be re-considered.

in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. Although the alumni had worked in export jobs after graduation, 

its voluntary nature and due to time constraints. As a result of the small size of the sample 
and the fact that most IBL alumni did not have mature work experience, it is not possible 
to apply the conclusions to student populations of bachelor programmes other than IBL.

7.8 Suggestions for further research

further research. 

professionals to initiate relationships with potential foreign business partners. Given the 
crucial role of the attitudes in the IRC model, further research is needed in this regard. It 
is still not completely clear whether the selected attitudes can be learned during bachelor 
education, even though I have selected them on the basis of their ‘trainability’. More 

better understanding of their ability to initiate relationships in an intercultural context. 
Such insight can provide lecturers with information about how to train students to become 
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might be complicated due to subjective inferences and requires not only quantitative 
research, which measures the relationship between IRC and performance measures such 

For the latter, the use of observations about behaviour or in-depth interviews (Bücker, 
2013) could be helpful. It would be interesting to see if further research on the successful 
method of competency validation from the medical practice based on Entrustable 
Professional Activities (EPA’s) could be of use for the assessment of International Relation 
Competency in international business practice. However, the operationalization of 
international relation competency that involves multiple personal and intercultural norms 
and expectations remains challenging. Nevertheless, measurable learning outcomes for 
both knowledge, skills and attitudes will enhance student learning and are also important 
to meet accreditation requirements.

Another topic for future research concerns the two enhancing conditions for attitude 
and skills development of IRC in an educational setting: metacognition and authentic 
experiential learning. The intermediary role of authentic experiential learning and 
metacognition gives us an understanding about enhancing the learning process of selected 
attitudes and skills which are learned through practicing (Roe, 2002). For the younger 
generation, internationalization is part of their lives due to the accessibility of social 

monitoring of their behavior and motivations cannot be replaced by technology. This 
might well become one of the most important 21st-century skills. That said, research into 
metacognition methods (e.g. self-assessment) would contribute to the development of IRC.

research into the relevance of University – Business Collaboration (UBC) is needed. Since 
such collaboration could create value for both students and companies in the exchange 
of knowledge and ideas, the focus of the bachelor’s degree in international business, 
therefore, should be on connections with the practical reality of entrepreneurs (Perkmann 
& Walsh, 2007). Successful collaborations between universities and businesses may lead 
to clear guidelines for good placements that provide students with opportunities to practice 
and develop skills in professional practice (Billett, 2011). These guidelines refer to, for 
instance, expectations and goal setting of the work placement, information exchange and 

about the development of international relation competency during the bachelor’s degree. 
In order to integrate IRC into bachelor programmes in international business, more 
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research into authentic experiential learning may be helpful. Special attention should be 
given to the way in which this type of learning can enhance the development of IRC and 
what role lecturers could play. In this context, the thesis contributes to university-business 
collaboration in that it describes the internationalizing entrepreneurs as stakeholders who 
are also responsible for students´ readiness for international business. Although Universities 

on the part of UAS and international business in developing best practices are needed.

7.9 In conclusion

This dissertation presents several studies related to the international readiness of students 
in international business. Theories on SME entrepreneurship, relation management, 
social capital theory, competency-based learning have formed the basis for analysing 
and understanding the concept of international relation competency within the context of 
bachelor education in international business. Since international relationships have become 

attitudes required for the starting export professional to engage in building relationships 
according to the perceptions of SMEs export managers. An investigation into the presumed 
disconnect between the competencies trained in the bachelor IBL curriculum at a Dutch 
University of Applied Sciences and those required by internationalizing SMEs has given 
insight into the disconnect between the learned and required competencies. The outcome 

The Dutch success in international trade illustrates the extent to which several industrial 
sectors depend on internationalization. As the Dutch traditionally have been successful 
in international trade and are known for their business acumen, the need for international 

competency framework, valued by Dutch entrepreneurs, will likely further improve the 

SMEs. 





 Summary of the thesis



Summary of the thesis

148

This dissertation examines the extent to which Universities of Applied Sciences adequately 

Chapter 1, the introduction to the thesis, describes the context of the research. Due to 

exposed to global strategies and a wide diversity of foreign customers and partners. Based 
on a summary of SMEs internationalization strategies, it appears that networking through 
building relationships with stakeholders in target markets is the most important strategy for 
entrepreneurs to gain access to potential international business partners. This means that 
relation management with related competencies are crucial for export managers working 

carry out international activities. The challenge for SMEs, then, is to access and acquire 

positions in internationalization who have recently completed a degree in international 
business at an institution of higher education. 

The main research question of the thesis is to determine whether an international business 
studies curriculum, which prepares students for a career as a starting export professional, 
trains the relevant competencies required by internationalizing SMEs, being their future 
employers. This research question relates to the connection between the international 
business studies curriculum and international business practice.

The following studies were conducted in order to answer the research question: 
• International business: about the competencies of starting export professionals in SMEs 
• International relation competency: a framework for initiating international relationships
• International relation competency in international business education
• The employability of graduates in international business.

Social capital theory on international business refers to the mobilization of social 
networks of individuals in order to facilitate resources through these networks. The limited 
resources and knowledge of SMEs explain their need for international relations in order 

For them, building social capital in unknown international markets is crucial, either by 
building personal relationships with potential clients or agents, or by asking for support 
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through the export measures of national governmental institutions. This implies that the 
capacity of export managers to mobilize relationships is central to creating and enhancing 
competitive advantage. It is expected that the initiation of relationships in international 

internationalizing SMEs. This study contributes to social capital theory by focusing on 
international relation competency to be developed by students during the international 
business bachelor degree. 

The research studies as described in Chapters 3 through 6 follow a mixed method approach. 

above.

In Chapter 3, I explored which export tasks and related competencies directors and export 
managers of internationalizing SMEs from Germany and the Netherlands consider being 

the SME directors agreed that acquisition of new customers and building and maintaining 
relationships with potential business partners and stakeholders are the most important 
tasks for starting export professionals. Despite some variation in types of competencies 
between the Dutch and German views, the social competencies appeared to be decisive 
for the entrepreneurs when hiring a starting export professional. These results suggest 
that the consensus I found about the importance of relationship building with the related 
social competencies are also generalizable to internationalizing SMEs in other European 
countries. Moreover, the entrepreneurs strongly advocate a contextual learning approach 
during bachelor education so that students are given the opportunity to develop the relevant 
competencies through experiences in international business practice. Consequently, this 
study revealed the potential disconnect between education and business, something that 
has also been found in studies about employers’ demands from business graduates.

In the study described in Chapter 4, I focussed on the initiation of international relationships, 
selected as the major task of starting export professionals according to internationalizing 
SMEs. I developed the international relation competency framework to give insight into the 

settings. The components of the theoretical IRC framework, which form the building blocks 

and attitudes, all based on the literature and empirical studies on relationship management. 
I selected only those attitudes that appear to be less stable over experience and time, thus 
making training in bachelor programs possible. 
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export tasks: strategic, marketing and relational tasks. Next, I found that only the functional 
knowledge component of the International Relation Competency framework was validated 
for the three selected export tasks. Obviously, the exchange of business information and 
insight into the customer needs give the relevant input for the three export tasks: the 
company’s strategy, the operationalization of its marketing plans, and relationship building 
with potential business partners. Based on the theoretical international relation competency 

relational tasks, but the empirical data does not support this. The reason for this outcome 

Nevertheless, the highly valued social competencies, such as attitudes, are consistent with 

the importance that entrepreneurs attach to the impact of attitudes on building successful 
international business relations, they envision that it could be relevant to incorporate skills 
and attitude development into the curriculum of internationally oriented study programmes. 
For instance, the IRC framework could be used as input for the curriculum for several 
bachelor programmes in international business. In addition, the SME directors argued that 
the professional practice is an important source for skills and attitude development given 

Chapter 5 described a study that is related to the main goal of this thesis: the integration of 
international relation competency into the bachelor programme in international business. 
Based on theories about competency development and competency-based learning, I 
expected that international relation competency with its selected knowledge, attitudes and 
skills that underlie the successful job performance of starting export professionals would 
be integrated with the curriculum of the bachelor programme International Business & 
Languages (IBL). Moreover, I expected an educational environment that stimulates the 

my expectations and there appeared to be a mismatch between companies’ needs and 
the IBL curriculum: relation management, together with relevant skills and attitudes, are 
almost absent in the IBL curriculum.

as a construct is not explicitly integrated into the curriculum. It seems as if the academic 

attitudes into their teaching courses. Moreover, there appears to be no teaching in theories 
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selected attitudes. The results of a questionnaire study among IBL alumni supported these 

in the social initiative and open-mindedness. These results illustrated not only the lack of 

relevant attitudes which are a prerequisite for building international business relationships. 
This lack of synergy could be a result of the limited collaboration between the academic 

internationalization processes by following specially designed trainee programmes run by 
SMEs.

development and assessment of soft skills need to receive higher priority within the curricula 
in international business. The assessment of teaching courses is usually related to (study) 

with skills and attitudes. Most competency measurements focus on general concepts such 
as communication, global management, cultural sensitivity or relation management and 
do not include the attitudes with regard to relationship building in international settings. 

settings.

In the study described in Chapter 6, I focused on the impact of the disconnect between the IBL 
education and international business practice on the employability of graduates according 
to SME employers and IBL alumni. Based on research studies on the discrepancies between 

from internationalizing SMEs and IBL alumni supported the idea that the disconnect 

this negative impact primarily related to the limited time spent on the development of 
relevant skills and attitudes in international work practices. This results in students being 

To improve employability, the employers and the IBL alumni argued that the focus should 
come to lie on the development of international relation competency through authentic 
experiential learning. Experiential learning has its focus on the process of acquiring 
knowledge and developing skills and attitudes through direct experiences by involving 
the learner in work practice instead of academic studying a subject through class-room 
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based techniques`. Universities of Applied Sciences, in particular, are expected to engage 

the IBL alumni as described in Chapter 5. This implies that education should be immersed 

of my thesis, I support the idea that education should return to the centre of professional 
reality with a renewed focus on expertise development in practice. 

strengths and weaknesses of the studies and presents recommendations for further research 
and the implications for international business education. The studies have demonstrated 
the disconnect between the international business studies curriculum and international 
business practice with regard to competency development in relationship building, valued 

export job. The studies further improved the understanding of the selected knowledge, 
skills and attitudes of international relation competency, which is the ability of graduates to 
initiate relationships with foreign business partners. Based on the results it can be concluded 
that this disconnect is due to the lack of work experience in authentic international 
business settings and inadequate competencies, especially the IRC-related attitudes and 
communication skills. Additionally, the research has shown that this disconnect has some 
negative impact on the employability of graduates. Nevertheless, employers perceived the 
great potential for the development of graduates’ international relation competency which, 
combined with experiential learning experiences and metacognition, is bound to narrow 
the disconnect between employers´ needs and international business education.

The strengths of the research are the use of a mixed methods research approach, the fact that 
the research was examined from the perspectives of the internationalizing SMEs, lecturers, 
and alumni, and their strong appeal to Institutions of Higher Education to enhance learning 
in authentic export business environments during bachelor education. The limitations refer 
to the operationalization of the independent variables into measurable items and the small 
sample size of IBL alumni due to their limited participation. Another limitation of the study 
concerns the assessment of international relation competency as the study described in 
Chapter 3 does not measure the extent to which the graduates possess international relation 
competency but rather examines the perceptions from the directors of internationalizing 
SMEs on the components of the IRC framework.
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Chapter 7 also describes the contributions of the studies regarding the 21st competency 

relation competency and its relation to international business education. With regard to the 
latter, two features deserve more attention from business educators: experiential learning 
and metacognition as mediating constructs for IRC development in a bachelor education.

into the assessment of IRC. Another topic for further research relates to the way in which 
authentic experiential learning can enhance the development of IRC and what role lecturers 
could play. Since employers are placing considerable importance on the development 
of attitudes and skills elements of international relation competency in the actual work 
practice, its success depends on the active engagement of internationalizing SMEs in the 
bachelor programme. Therefore, further research on structural collaborations between 
education and business leading to the integration of employers’ needs into the curricula of 
bachelor programmes is recommended. 
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In hoofdstuk 1, de inleiding van dit proefschrift, wordt ingegaan op de context van de 
centrale onderzoeksvraag. Na een beschrijving van de groeiende internationaliseringstrend 
van het MKB in Europa, wordt aangegeven wat de barrières zijn waar ondernemers 

onvoldoende internationale kennis en expertise in huis hebben om succesvol te exporteren. 

dat netwerken, en daarmee het opbouwen en onderhouden van relaties met stakeholders 

daarbij horende competenties cruciaal zijn voor de export managers van het MKB. 

Op basis van groeiende internationalisering van het MKB en de daaraan gerelateerde 
bovengenoemde export barrières, kan geconstateerd worden dat exporterende MKB 
ondernemers een toenemende behoefte hebben aan hoger opgeleiden met een afgeronde 
opleiding in International Business. Dit heeft geleid tot de centrale onderzoeksvraag van 
dit proefschrift: in hoeverre bereiden Hogescholen hun studenten, die een International 
Business opleiding volgen, optimaal voor op hun eerste export baan na hun afstuderen? 
Daarbij gaat het om de vraag in hoeverre de bachelor opleidingen in International Business 
de door de toekomstige werkgevers, veelal ondernemers in het MKB, vereiste competenties 
aanbieden. Om deze vragen te beantwoorden, komen in dit proefschrift de volgende 
onderwerpen aan de orde:

• Onderzoek naar de belangrijkste export taken en gerelateerde competenties van startende 
export professionals bij internationaal opererende MKB bedrijven

• Een onderzoek naar het conceptueel kader van internationale relatie competentie
• De validatie van het conceptueel kader van internationale relatie competentie door 

internationaal opererende MKB bedrijven
• Een analyse van de integratie van internationale relatie competentie in een bachelor 

programma International Business
• Een studie naar de inzetbaarheid van afgestudeerden in International Business.

Sociaal kapitaal verwijst naar de sociale netwerken van individuen en alle hulpbronnen 
die ze via deze netwerken kunnen mobiliseren. Door de beperkte middelen en gebrekkige 
internationale kennis en ervaring, hebben MKB ondernemers internationale relaties nodig 

opbouwen van sociaal kapitaal in onbekende internationale markten voor hen noodzakelijk 
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of klanten, en anderzijds door de hulp in te roepen van export bevorderende instanties van 
de overheid. Dit betekent dat het vermogen van exportmanagers om internationale relaties 
op te bouwen cruciaal is voor de concurrentie positie van bedrijven. Daarmee is sociaal 
kapitaal economisch waardevol omdat sociale relaties belangrijk zijn voor het opbouwen 

relaties kan voor startende export professionals een uitdaging zijn: hoe leg je contact met 
mensen uit verschillende landen met andere culturele waarden en normen? Dit onderzoek 
levert een bijdrage aan sociaal kapitaal theorie door de focus op internationale relatie 
competentie waardoor startende export professionals in staat zijn om internationale zaken 

International Business dienen te ontwikkelen. 

In de hoofstukken 3 tot en met 6 worden de onderzoeksvragen en resultaten van de diverse 
studies beschreven. Deze studies worden op basis van zowel kwalitatieve als kwantitatieve 
onderzoeksmethoden uitgevoerd. 

Door middel van een interview studie met Nederlandse en Duitse exporterende 
ondernemers, is in hoofdstuk 3 onderzocht welke export taken en gerelateerde competenties 
Nederlandse en Duitse exporterende ondernemers belangrijk vinden voor afgestudeerden 
in hun eerste export baan. De resultaten laten zien dat zowel de Nederlandse als Duitse 
ondernemers benadrukken dat relatie management en acquisitie de meest cruciale taken 
zijn van startende export professionals. Ondanks een aantal verschillen in de gewenste 
competenties, blijken de vaardigheden en houdingsaspecten vaak doorslaggevend te zijn 
voor Nederlandse en Duitse ondernemers wanneer ze afgestudeerden selecteren voor hun 
eerste export baan. Een andere uitkomst van deze studie was dat ondernemers het belangrijk 
vinden dat studenten de mogelijkheid moeten krijgen om tijdens hun studie ervaringen op 
te doen in de internationale beroepspraktijk waardoor relevante competenties ontwikkeld 
kunnen worden. Deze studie heeft aangetoond dat het onderwijs en de beroepspraktijk 
onvoldoende op elkaar aansluiten, een uitkomst die ook in diverse andere studies over het 

In hoofdstuk 4 ligt de focus op de initiatie fase van relatie management, door exporterende 
MKB ondernemers geselecteerd als de belangrijkste exporttaak van startende export 
professionals. Op basis van de literatuur, heb ik een conceptueel kader van internationale 

De componenten van IRC bestaan uit kennis, vaardigheden en houdingsaspecten, allen 
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gebaseerd op literatuur en empirische studies over relatie management. Ik heb de minder 
stabiele houdingscomponenten geselecteerd omdat deze mogelijkerwijs in het onderwijs 
zijn aan te leren en te ontwikkelen. Op basis van een vragenlijst, uitgezet bij exporterende 
Nederlandse MKB ondernemers, en een kwantitatieve analyse van de data, heb ik drie export 

Op basis van het conceptueel kader van IRC had ik verwacht dat de houdingsaspecten een 

Een reden voor deze uitkomst kan zijn dat de drie houdingsaspecten van IRC onvoldoende 
onderscheidend blijken te zijn en daarom moeilijk te operationaliseren. 

Desalniettemin onderschrijven ondernemers het grote belang van houdingsaspecten voor 
het succesvol opbouwen van handelsrelaties hetgeen overeenkomt met de uitkomsten 
van studies over de competentie behoeften van ondernemers voor afgestudeerden 
van International Business opleidingen. De ondernemers benadrukken de noodzaak 
om de ontwikkeling van vaardigheden en houdingsaspecten in het curriculum van 
International Business opleidingen op te nemen. Tevens geven zij aan dat de internationale 
beroepspraktijk een belangrijke omgeving kan zijn voor studenten om hun vaardigheden 
en houdingsaspecten te ontwikkelen. 

De studie die wordt beschreven in hoofdstuk 5 gaat over de integratie van IRC in een 

ontwikkeling en competentie-leren van HBO instellingen, is mijn verwachting dat IRC 
met de geselecteerde kennis, vaardigheden en houdingsaspecten is opgenomen in het 
curriculum van het bachelor programma International Business & Languages (IBL) van 
een Nederlandse HBO instelling. Tevens verwacht ik dat het leren en ontwikkelen van 
deze competentie plaatsvindt door toepassing in de beroepspraktijk. Door middel van 
persoonlijke interviews heb ik IBL docenten bevraagd over het belang van IRC in het IBL 
curriculum en de wijze waarop zij dit doceren in hun vakken van het IBL curriculum. 

De uitkomsten van deze studie komen niet overeen met mijn verwachtingen: kennis 
over relatie management en de relevante vaardigheden en houdingsaspecten ontbreken 
nagenoeg in het IBL curriculum. Dat deze uitkomst bijzonder is blijkt met name uit het feit 
dat relatie management een belangrijk onderdeel is van de missie van het IBL programma 
hetgeen wordt bevestigd door de IBL docenten. Desondanks wordt er nauwelijks 
theoretisch onderwijs gegeven over dit onderwerp. Een paar docenten besteedt aandacht 

resultaten van de interviews met IBL docenten worden bevestigd door IBL alumni. In een 
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vragenlijst geven zij niet alleen aan dat relatie management als onderwerp ontbrak in het 
curriculum, maar ook dat ze in beperkte mate getraind zijn in de houdingsaspecten zoals het 
nemen van initiatief en het tegemoet treden van mensen uit andere culturen met een open-
mind en zonder vooroordelen. Het blijkt moeilijk te zijn om relevante houdingsaspecten te 
ontwikkelen in een onderwijs omgeving. 

Concluderend kan worden gesteld dat er nauwelijks synergie bestaat tussen het IBL 
onderwijs en exporterende MBK bedrijven, zijnde de toekomstige werkgevers van IBL 
studenten. Dit gebrek aan synergie kan een gevolg zijn van de beperkte samenwerking 
tussen de academische wereld en het internationale bedrijfsleven. Docent stages zouden een 
oplossing kunnen zijn om deze samenwerking tussen partijen te verbeteren en het onderwijs 
beter te informeren over de internationaliseringsprocessen van MKB ondernemers. Een 
ander resultaat van de studie in dit hoofdstuk betreft het ontbreken van een assessment 
methode om de IRC houdingsaspecten en vaardigheden te toetsen in het onderwijs. De 
reguliere kennis toetsen op basis van cijfers is een methode die voor een assessment van 
houdingsaspecten niet toereikend is. 

Het doel van het onderzoek beschreven in hoofdstuk 6 was om een uitspraak te kunnen 
doen over het gevolg van de discrepantie tussen het IBL programma en de internationale 
beroepspraktijk op de inzetbaarheid van IBL afgestudeerden bij exporterende MKB 
bedrijven. Uitgaande van onderzoekstudies over de discrepantie tussen het onderwijs 
en de beroepspraktijk, was de verwachting dat het gebrek aan synergie tussen het IBL 
programma en de internationale beroepspraktijk enige negatieve invloed zou hebben op 
de inzetbaarheid van afgestudeerde IBL’ers. De resultaten van het survey bij ondernemers 
en IBL alumni bevestigen deze verwachting. Voor beide partijen geldt dat deze negatieve 
invloed met name te maken heeft met de beperkte tijd die besteed werd aan het toepassen 
van kennis en het ontwikkelen van vaardigheden en attitudes in de internationale 
beroepspraktijk. Dit betekent dat studenten onvoldoende voorbereid zijn op hun eerste 
export baan bij het MKB. 

Om de inzetbaarheid te verbeteren, benadrukken de ondernemers en de IBL alumni 
dat de focus in het onderwijs moet liggen op het ontwikkelen van IRC door middel 
van ervaringsleren. Ervaringsleren richt zich op het proces van kennis vergaren en het 
ontwikkelen van vaardigheden en houdingsaspecten door middel van het opdoen van 
directe ervaringen in authentieke situaties in de beroepspraktijk in plaats van traditioneel 
academisch leren in een klaslokaal. Gezien het competentie gericht onderwijs format 
van hogescholen wordt juist van deze onderwijsinstellingen verwacht dat ze actief 
samenwerken met de beroepspraktijk. Een optimale samenwerking tussen hogescholen en 



Samenvatting van het proefschrift

160

het internationale bedrijfsleven biedt kansen voor de ontwikkeling van IRC bij studenten, 
hetgeen ook bevestigd werd door IBL alumni in het onderzoek beschreven in hoofdstuk 5. 
Dit betekent dat een integratie van de internationale beroepspraktijk met het IBL alleen kan 
plaatsvinden als onderwijs en bedrijfsleven structureel gaan samenwerken. 
In hoofdstuk 7 worden de belangrijkste bevindingen uit de voorgaande hoofdstukken 
samengevat, sterke en zwakke punten van het onderzoek beschreven en aanbevelingen 
gedaan voor verder onderzoek. De studies hebben aangetoond dat de bachelor opleiding 
International Business en de internationale beroepspraktijk onvoldoende op elkaar 
aansluiten, daar waar het gaat om competentie ontwikkeling in relatie management, hetgeen 
door exporterende ondernemers is benoemd als belangrijkste export taak voor startende 
export professionals. Dankzij de studies is er meer inzicht verkregen in de geselecteerde 
kennis, vaardigheden en houdingsaspecten van internationale relatie competentie en het 
vermogen van afgestudeerden van een International Business opleiding om relaties op te 

discrepantie veroorzaakt wordt door onvoldoende beheersing van de IRC vaardigheden 
en houdingsaspecten en een beperkte toepassing van theorie in de internationale 
beroepspraktijk. Tevens heeft het onderzoek aangetoond dat deze discrepantie enige 
negatieve invloed heeft op de inzet van afgestudeerden in hun eerste export baan. Om 
de kloof tussen onderwijs en bedrijven te overbruggen, geloven ondernemers in de 
mogelijkheid om IRC bij studenten in International Business te ontwikkelen, indien dit 

leermethode. 

Sterke punten van de onderzoeken die ik uitgevoerd heb zijn de combinatie van 
onderzoeksmethoden en het benaderen van de centrale onderzoeksvraag vanuit diverse 
perspectieven: MKB ondernemers, docenten en alumni. Beperkingen van de onderzoeken 
zijn de operationalisering van de onafhankelijke variabelen in meetbare items en het lage 
aantal deelnemende IBL alumni als gevolg van vrijwillige deelname. Een andere beperking 
gaat over het feit dat we niet de mate van IRC gemeten hebben van startende export 
professionals maar alleen de percepties van exporterende ondernemers over het belang van 
IRC en haar componenten hebben gevraagd.

In hoofdstuk 7 worden ook de bijdragen van de studies beschreven voor zowel het 
ste eeuw, als ook het concept van 

IRC en de relatie van IRC in het onderwijs in International Business. Daarbij verdienen 

mogelijk maken in het onderwijs. 
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Hoofdstuk 7 sluit af met een aantal aanbevelingen voor verder onderzoek. Toekomstig 
onderzoek zou zich moeten richten op het ontwikkelen van een assessment methode van 
IRC. Een ander onderwerp voor verder onderzoek heeft betrekking op de manier waarop 
ervaringsleren de ontwikkeling van IRC kan bevorderen en welke rol docenten hierbij 
kunnen spelen. Gebaseerd op de onderzoeksresultaten van deze dissertatie, zou het 
onderwijs onderdeel moeten zijn van de professionele realiteit met een nieuwe focus op 
ervaringsleren. Het feit dat internationaal opererende MKB ondernemers het belang van 
IRC ontwikkeling in de beroepspraktijk benadrukken, geeft des te meer aan dat het succes 
hiervan afhangt van een actieve betrokkenheid van het MKB in het bachelor onderwijs in 
International Business. 
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Appendix A

Checklist for interviews with Dutch and German employers 
1. 
2.  what is the nature of your company’s foreign activities [open question; circle answer; 

turnover by country]; cf. reporting manual further on

export > to which countries > turnover share (roughly)

import > from which countries > turnover share (roughly)

outsourcing abroad > which countries >turnover share (roughly)

production facility abroad > in which country?

> in which country/countries?

strategic alliance (=informal cooperation)  
 with (a) foreign partner(s)

> in which country/countries?

joint venture with (a) foreign partner(s) > in which country/countries?

licensee of foreign licences

3.  what is the expected development of your company’s foreign activities in the next 
three years? [grow or shrink, considerably or limited, which (new) activities]

4.  to what extent are these planned activities? [probe why: vision for the future}
5.  does your company have a special department / dedicated employee(s) for your foreign 

activities?
6.  how many Dutch employees have direct relations with your foreign partner(s)?
7.  which position(s) do(es) the dedicated employee(s) have?
8.  how many of those employees followed a programme of higher education (Business 

School), and what are their positions?
9. 

essential for a Business School graduate to successfully perform foreign activities for 
your company [
meaning!]

10.  [if command of language is not mentioned] how important is a command of foreign 
languages? [probe when of lesser importance]

11.  [in case of more than one answer on international activities, select the most important 
one] could you give us a short description of the typical activities of this employee in 
an ordinary working week? [ ]

12.  which output do you expect from this employee (e.g. export orders, business plans 
for new export activities, letter of credit), or, in other words what are the performance 
indicators in order to judge a performance as good or bad?
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[questions 13 and 14 are crucial questions; therefore, take your time and push the 
entrepreneur to give some thought to the tasks of educational institutes, even if it is 
hard!!]
13.  which skills do you believe should be taught during a students’ training period and 

are the responsibility of the educational institute? [probe into entrepreneur’s opinion 
]

14.  [if more than three skills are mentioned] if you were having to choose, which three 
skills would need to be taught regardless? [probe why, and how in practice; make it as 
tangible as possible]

15.  will you be making greater demands on your ‘internationals’ competences? [probe 
why]

16.  do you expect to hire (more) Business School graduates in the future? [probe why]

Put list below to the entrepreneur
17.  how much importance do you attach to skills learned by students during their studies?

Please score the following skills in descending order, i.e. 1 = most important, ….., 9 = least 
important

Please note: every score can only be used once

Skill
importance

carry out country analyses and market research #. …

draw up marketing plans #.…

draw up an export plan #.…

evaluate a company’s foreign policy #.…

carry out international relations management and acquisition of new customers #.…

international relation management and acquisition #.…

negotiate with parties abroad on behalf of the company #.…

carry out SWOT-analyses of the company and suggest adjustments to 
foreign policy if necessary

#.…

assess whether the internal organization is in line with foreign activities 
and suggest adjustments if necessary

#.…
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18.  Which skill(s) are lacking from this list?

Part of the questionnaire included a list with skills that form a standard part of the curriculum 
of international business education programs. This list consists of the following relevant 
skills:

1. carry out country analyses and market research;
2. draw up marketing plans;
3. draw up export plans;
4. evaluate a company’s foreign policy;
5. perform research into customer satisfaction and company image;
6. management and acquisition of international relations;
7. negotiate with potential business partners abroad on behalf of the company;
8. perform SWOT-analyses of the company and suggest adjustment of foreign activities 

if necessary;
9. determine whether the internal organization is in line with foreign activities and suggest 

adjustments if necessary (cf. attachment 1).
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Appendix B 

Questionnaire survey Dutch SMes

Welkom bij dit onderzoek naar de kenmerken van de beginnende export professional1. Jonge mensen die een HBO 
opleiding2  hebben afgerond en starten in hun eerste export baan bij een bedrijf, worden vaak snel betrokken bij de 
internationale bedrijfsactiviteiten. Dit betekent dat ze communicatief vaardig moeten zijn en het vermogen moeten 
hebben om juist te handelen in wisselende internationale situaties. Met dit onderzoek willen we vaststellen welke 
kenmerken internationaal ervaren ondernemers/managers het meest belangrijk vinden voor het functioneren van 
beginnende export professionals in de praktijk. 

Tot slot, waar in de tekst hij/zijn staat kan ook zij/haar gelezen worden. 

1Beginnende export professional: een persoon die afgestudeerd is aan het HBO en met zijn eerste internationale 
baan begint bij een bedrijf 
2HBO: Hoger Beroepsonderwijs 
 
Opbouw vragenlijst 
 
De vragenlijst bestaat uit de volgende onderdelen: 
 
1. In het eerste onderdeel worden algemene vragen gesteld over het bedrijf waar u werkzaam bent, uw functie en 
achtergrond. Deze informatie wordt alleen gevraagd voor onderzoeksdoeleinden. 
 
2. In het tweede onderdeel worden vragen gesteld over de aard van de werkzaamheden van de beginnende export 
professional in zijn eerste internationale functie. 
 
3. In het derde onderdeel komen vragen aan de orde die betrekking hebben op de functie van relatie management 
in internationale context. 
 
4. Het vierde onderdeel richt zich op vragen over houdingskenmerken en communicatieve vaardigheden van de 
beginnende export professional. 
 
5. In het vijfde deel wordt een aantal vragen gesteld waarin uw mening wordt gevraagd over de inzet van de 
beginnende export professional in relatie tot het onderwijs. 
 
6. De vragenlijst wordt afgesloten met twee open vragen waarin uw mening wordt gevraagd over het leren en 
toepassen van houdingskenmerken en communicatieve vaardigheden 
  
Het invullen van de vragenlijst duurt circa 20 minuten. Uw antwoorden blijven strikt vertrouwelijk. 

1. Wat is uw huidige functie in het bedrijf? 
  

 

 
 

1a. Sinds wanneer?
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2. Kunt u aangeven welk opleidingsniveau u heeft afgerond (meerdere 
antwoorden mogelijk)? 
 

 LBO  

 MBO  

 HBO  

 WO  

 Anders, namelijk...  
  

    

 
 

2a. Indien van toepassing, welke studie heeft u gevolgd? 
  

 

3. Hoeveel werknemers zijn werkzaam in uw bedrijf? 
 

 0-10  
 11 - 50  
 51 - 100  
 101 - 250  

  

 
 

4. In welke branche is uw bedrijf actief? 
 

 Landbouw, bosbouw en 
visserij  

 Delfstoffenwinning  
 Industrie(metaal/kunstof)  
 Productie en Handel 

Electriciteit/Aardgas  
 Waterbedrijf en afvalbeheer  
 Bouwnijverheid  
 Groothandel en detailhandel  
 Vervoer en opslag  
 Informatica en communicatie  
 Financiële dienstverlening  
 Verhuur en handel 

ontroerendgoed  
 Specialistische zakelijke 

diensten  
 Verhuur en overige zakelijke 

diensten  
 Overig, namelijk...  
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6.Vanaf welk jaar is uw bedrijf internationaal actief? 
  

 

 

7. Wat is de aard van uw buitenlandse activiteiten? (meerdere 
antwoorden mogelijk) 
 

Export  

Import  

Uitbesteding in het buitenland  

Buitenlandse productievestiging  

Eigen buitenlandse verkoopkanto(o)r(en)  

Strategische alliantie met (een) 
buitenlandse partner(s)  
Joint venture met (een) buitenlandse 
partner(s)  

Licentiehouder van buitenlandse licenties  

Anders, namelijk  
  

 

 
 

8. Kunt u per aangevinkte categorie bij vraag 7 aangeven welk percentage van de omzet het betreft? 

Export 
  

 

Import 
  

Uitbesteding in het buitenland 
  

Buitenlandse productievestiging 
  

 

Eigen buitenlandse verkoopkanto(o)r(en)
  

Strategische alliantie met (een) buitenlandse partner(s) 
  

Joint venture met (een) buitenlandse partner(s)
  

 

Licentiehouder van buitenlandse licenties 
  

 

Anders 
  

 
   



Appendix

190

Werkzaamheden startende export professional. 
De vragen 13 t/m 15 hebben betrekking op de werkzaamheden van de export professional in zijn eerste functie bij 
uw bedrijf. 

 
 

13. Hebt u de afgelopen 5 jaar een HBO afgestudeerde in dienst genomen in zijn eerste export functie? 
 

  
 Nee  

  

 
 

13a. Waarom niet? 
 

 Geen vacature  
 Geen interne begeleiding beschikbaar  
 Geen kandidaat kunnen vinden met je juiste persoonlijkheidskenmerken  
 Geen kandidaat kunnen vinden met de juiste kennis en vaardigheden voor de 

startfunctie  
 Eerdere slechte ervaringen met HBO afgestudeerden  
 Overige redenen:  

 

 
 

 

14. In welke internationale functie beginnen HBO- afgestudeerden in uw 
bedrijf? (meerdere antwoorden mogelijk) 
 

Export manager  

Area manager  

Export binnendienst 
medewerker  
Medewerker Internationale 
Verkoop  

Anders:  
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15. Onderstaande 10 werkzaamheden zijn relevant voor de beginnende export professional in zijn eerste baan bij 
uw bedrijf. Kunt u het belang aangeven van de hieronder omschreven 10 werkzaamheden? U kunt ieder getal dus 
maar één keer gebruiken! De antwoordmogelijkheden zijn op basis van een waarderingsschaal waarbij nr. 1 voor 
u het meest belangrijk is en nr. 10 voor u het minst belangrijk  is.  
 

Werkzaamheden                                                                           Waardering in cijfers 1 t/m 10

Het opstellen van een internationaal marktonderzoek 
  

Het opstellen van een internationaal marketingplan
  

Het onderhouden van relaties met buitenlandse zakenpartners 
  

 

Het opstellen van een exportplan
  

 

Evalueren van het buitenlandbeleid van de onderneming 
  

 

Onderzoek naar internationale klant tevredenheid van de onderneming 
  

Acquisitie van nieuwe internationale klanten
  

 

Binnenhalen van export orders 
  

 

Uitvoeren van sterkte/zwakte- analyses (SWOT-analyses) van de onderneming 
  

 

Uitvoeren tolk- en vertaalwerkzaamheden 
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Functies relatiemanagement 
 
Om hun werkzaamheden uit te voeren, wordt van beginnende exportprofessionals verwacht dat ze in staat zijn om 
relaties op te bouwen en te ontwikkelen met zakenpartners uit diverse landen. 
 
16. Kunt u het belang aangeven van de hieronder omschreven 8 functies van relatiemanagement in het kader van 
de internationalisering van uw bedrijf? U kunt ieder getal dus maar één keer gebruiken! De 
antwoordmogelijkheden zijn op basis van een waarderingsschaal waarbij nr. 1 voor u het meest belangrijk is en 
nr. 8 voor u het minst belangrijk is.  
 

 
 

Functies relatiemanagement                          waardering in cijfers 1 t/m 8 
 

Het uitwisselen van zakelijke informatie 
  

 

Het onderzoeken wat klanten willen 
  

Problemen oplossen 
  

 

Het delen van persoonlijke informatie 
  

 

Het checken van zakelijke informatie
  

Onderhandelen 
  

 

Contacten uitwisselen (uitbreiden netwerk) 
  

Streven naar samenwerking en co-creatie 
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Relevante houdingskenmerken 
 
Van beginnende exportprofessionals wordt verwacht dat ze het vermogen hebben om te gaan met buitenlandse 
(zaken)relaties in wisselende internationale situaties. Onderstaande stellingen zijn bedoeld om erachter te komen 
welke houdingskenmerken hiervoor relevant zijn. 
 
17. In hoeverre zijn de volgende uitspraken van toepassing op HBO afgestudeerde jongeren die beginnen in hun 
eerste export functie in uw bedrijf?  
 
De antwoordmogelijkheden zijn op basis van een waarderingsschaal. De meest linkerkant betekent dat de stelling 
helemaal niet relevant is. De meest rechterkant betekent dat de stelling helemaal relevant voor u is. 
 

 
Helemaal 

niet 
relevant 

Nauwelijks 
relevant 

Matig 
relevant 

Grotendeels 
relevant 

Helemaal 
relevant 

17 a. De beginnende exportprofessional 
begrijpt de gevoelens van anderen      

17b. De beginnende export professional 
probeert het gedrag van anderen te begrijpen      

17c. De beginnende export professional 
relativeert de eigen cultuur      

17d. De beginnende export professional 
houdt rekening met de gewoontes van 
anderen      

17e. De beginnende export professional is 
niet gebonden aan een eigen standpunt      

17f. De beginnende export professional 
neemt initiatief      

17g. De beginnende export professional 
weet zich te redden in sociale situaties      

17h. De beginnende export professional 
weet dingen voor elkaar te krijgen      

17i. De beginnende export professional is 
geneigd het woord te nemen      

17j. De beginnende export professional legt 
gemakkelijk contact      

17k. De beginnende export professional ziet 
andere culturen als een kans      
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17l. De beginnende export professional voelt 
zich gemakkelijk in een andere cultuur en 
taal      

17m. De beginnende export professional 
wacht met oordelen      

17n. De beginnende export professional 
respecteert mensen met andere opvattingen      

17o. De beginnende export professional 
relativeert de eigen cultuur      

17p. De beginnende export professional is 
geinteresseerd in andere culturen      

17q. De beginnende export professional 
staat open voor nieuwe ideeën      

17r. De beginnende export professional 
vraagt door naar de motieven van anderen      

17s. De beginnende export professional 
voelt aan wat hoort in een andere cultuur      

17t. De beginnende export professional geeft 
aandacht aan emoties van anderen      

17u. De beginnende export professional 
weet in gesprekken de juiste toon te zetten      

17v. De beginnende export professional stelt 
anderen op het gemak      
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Communicatieve vaardigheden 
 
Van beginnende exportprofessionals wordt verwacht dat ze in staat zijn om zakenrelaties op te bouwen en te 
ontwikkelen met personen uit diverse landen. Dit betekent dat ze communicatief vaardig moeten zijn. 
Onderstaande stellingen zijn bedoeld om erachter te komen over welke communicatieve vaardigheden net 
afgestudeerde jongeren moeten beschikken voor het opbouwen en onderhouden van relaties met zakenpartners in 
het buitenland voor uw bedrijf. 
 
De communicatieve vaardigheden in deze vragenlijst worden omschreven aan de hand van talenkennis en 
taalvaardigheid: schriftelijke communicatie (lees,- en schrijfvaardigheid) en mondelinge communicatie (luister,- 
en spreekvaardigheid en non-verbaal). In onderstaande stellingen komen de volgende twee begrippen voor:   
Andere taal: een vreemde taal anders dan Engels 
Doelland: het land waarmee het bedrijf zaken doet of wil gaan doen 

De antwoordmogelijkheden zijn op basis van een waarderingsschaal. De meest linkerkant betekent dat de stelling 
helemaal niet relevant is. De meest rechterkant betekent dat de stelling helemaal relevant voor u is. 
 
Talenkennis 
De volgende stellingen gaan over de talenkennis van beginnende export professionals voor het ontwikkelen van 
internationale zakenrelaties. 

 
Helemaal 

niet 
relevant 

Nauwelijks 
relevant 

Matig 
relevant 

Grotendeels 
relevant 

Helemaal 
relevant 

18a. Voor het opbouwen van buitenlandse 
zakenrelaties is het voldoende als de 
beginnende export professional alleen 
Engels spreekt. 

     

18b. Voor het opbouwen van buitenlandse 
zakenrelaties is het noodzakelijk dat de 
beginnende export professional, naast 
Engels, ook een andere taal beheerst 

     

18c. Als de beginnende export professional 
een andere taal beheerst, moet hij ook in 
staat zijn om te adviseren over cultuur 
aspecten van de landen of regio’s waar 
deze andere taal wordt gebruikt 

     

18d. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in het Engels 
zakelijke problemen op te lossen. 

     

18e. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in de taal van het 
betreffende doelland zakelijke problemen 
op te lossen 

     

18f. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in het Engels te 
kunnen onderhandelen over export orders 
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18g. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in de taal van het 
betreffende doelland te kunnen 
onderhandelen over export orders 

     

18h. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in het Engels of 
andere taal met buitenlandse zakenpartners 
te communiceren over onderwerpen uit het 
dagelijkse leven, gericht op het 
onderhouden van sociaal contact. 

     

18i. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om technologische kennis 
over te brengen in het Engels 

     

18j. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om technologische kennis 
over te brengen in de taal van het 
betreffende doelland 

     

18k. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om markt kennis over te 
brengen in het Engels 

     

18l. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om markt kennis over te 
brengen in de taal van het betreffende 
doelland 

     

18m. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat om marketing kennis over te 
brengen in het Engels 

     

18n. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat om marketing kennis over te 
brengen in de taal van het betreffende 
doelland 

     

18o. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om diverse soorten 
informatie foutloos te vertalen naar het 
Engels 

     

18p. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om foutloos telefonische 
gesprekken te voeren in het Engels 

     

18q. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om foutloos telefonische 
gesprekken te voeren in de taal van het 
betreffende doelland 
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Taalvaardigheid 
De volgende stellingen gaan over de taalvaardigheid van beginnende export professionals voor het ontwikkelen 
van internationale zakenrelaties. De stellingen 19a t/m 19 i  hebben betrekking op verbale (luistervaardigheid en 
spreekvaardigheid) en non-verbale communicatie. De stellingen 19 j t/m  19 r hebben betrekking op schriftelijke 
communicatie (leesvaardigheid en schrijfvaardigheid). 
 
De antwoordmogelijkheden zijn op basis van een waarderingsschaal. De meest linkerkant betekent dat de stelling 
helemaal niet relevant is. De meest rechterkant betekent dat de stelling helemaal relevant voor u is. 
 

Verbale en non-verbale communicatie 

Helemaal 
niet 

relevant 

Nauwelijks 
relevant 

Matig 
relevant 

Grotendeels 
relevant 

Helemaal 
relevant 

19a. Om betrokken te raken bij gesprekken 
met buitenlandse zakenpartners, stelt de 
beginnende export professional vragen 

     

19b. Om betrokken te raken bij gesprekken 
met buitenlandse zakenpartners, moet de 
beginnende export professional goed 
kunnen luisteren 

     

19c. De beginnende export professional is 
in staat om tijdens discussies en 
presentaties zijn standpunten duidelijk te 
verwoorden en te beargumenteren 

     

19d. Om zijn boodschap en mening over te 
brengen in een gesprek, ondersteunt de 
beginnende export professional zijn 
communicatie met gebaren 

     

19e. De beginnende export professional 
kijkt naar de gebaren en “body language” 
van de buitenlandse gesprekspartner om uit 
te zoeken wat er gezegd wordt 

     

19f. De beginnende export professional 
checkt bij de buitenlandse gesprekspartner 
of hij de boodschap heeft begrepen 

     

19g. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om snel te kunnen 
schakelen tussen zijn moedertaal en een 
andere taal, bijvoorbeeld tijdens 
telefoongesprekken 

     

19h. In mijn bedrijf is het noodzakelijk dat 
de beginnende export professional via 
diverse media (skype, email, face-time) 
communiceert met buitenlandse 
zakenrelaties 

     

19i. De beginnende export professional 
zoekt uit op welke wijze zijn buitenlandse 
zakenpartners zich verontschuldigen, een 
verzoek doen of klagen in hun eigen taal 
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Schriftelijke communicatie
 

 
Helemaal 

niet 
relevant 

Nauwelijks 
relevant 

Matig 
relevant 

Grotendeels 
relevant 

Helemaal 
relevant 

19j. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om zakelijke teksten in 
het Engels en een andere taal te begrijpen 

     

19k. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in het Engels 
gemaakte afspraken met buitenlandse 
zakenpartners in korte teksten foutloos te 
formuleren (memo’s, nota’s, emails, 
orders) 

     

19l. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in een andere taal 
gemaakte afspraken met buitenlandse 
zakenpartners in korte teksten foutloos te 
formuleren (memo’s, nota’s, emails, 
orders) 

     

19m. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in het Engels zijn 
standpunten in teksten foutloos te 
formuleren (memo’s, nota’s, emails, 
orders) 

     

19n. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om in een andere taal zijn 
standpunten in teksten foutloos te 
formuleren (memo’s, nota’s, emails, 
orders) 

     

19o. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om marktonderzoek 
rapporten foutloos in het Engels te 
schrijven 

     

19p. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om marktonderzoek 
rapporten foutloos in een andere taal te 
schrijven 

     

19q. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om offertes foutloos in 
het Engels op te stellen 

     

19r. De beginnende export professional 
moet in staat zijn om offertes foutloos in 
een andere taal op te stellen 
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Inzet HBO afgestudeerden als beginnende export professional 

Onderstaande stellingen zijn bedoeld om  er achter te komen of HBO afgestudeerden tijdens hun studie goed 
voorbereid worden op een eerste export functie bij een bedrijf. 

20 In hoeverre zijn de volgende uitspraken van toepassing op HBO afgestudeerden die beginnen in hun eerste 
export functie bij uw bedrijf?  

NB: Indien uw bedrijf de afgelopen 3 jaar geen startende export professional heeft aangenomen hoeft u deze 
vraag NIET in te vullen 

In welke mate 

Zeer slecht Slecht Niet slecht/niet goed Goed Zeer goed 

20a. zijn beginnende export professionals 
voldoende voorbereid op de 
werkzaamheden in uw bedrijf? 

     

20b. zijn beginnende export professionals 
in staat om zelfstandig internationale 
werkzaamheden uit te voeren 

     

20c. zijn beginnende exportprofessionals 
in staat om relaties op te bouwen met 
buitenlandse zakenpartners? 

     

20d. zijn beginnende export professionals 
in staat om de relaties met buitenlandse 
zakenpartners te onderhouden en te 
gebruiken? 

     

20e. beschikken de beginnende 
exportprofessionals over de juiste 
houdingskenmerken om de relaties met 
buitenlandse zakenpartners te 
onderhouden en te gebruiken? 

     

20f. beschikken de beginnende export 
professionals over de juiste 
communicatieve vaardigheden om de 
relaties met buitenlandse zakenpartners te 
onderhouden en te gebruiken? 

     

20g. zijn de beginnende export 
professionals in staat om met voor hen 
onbekende internationale situaties om te 
gaan? 

     

20h. zijn beginnende export professionals 
in staat om te reflecteren op hun eigen 
handelen? 
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Leren en toepassen van houdingskenmerken en communicatieve vaardigheden 
De volgende twee open vragen hebben betrekking op het aanleren en toepassen van houdingskenmerken en 
communicatieve vaardigheden.  
 

21. Bent u van mening dat het onderwijs relevante houdingskenmerken voor beginnende
export professionals moet stimuleren
 

 Ja
 Nee

21a. Nee waarom niet?
 

21b. Zo ja, welke houdingskenmerken? 

22. Bent u van mening dat het onderwijs communicatieve vaardigheden voor beginnende
export professionals moet aanleren?
 

 Ja
 Nee

22a. Nee, waarom? 
 

22b. Zo ja, welke communicatieve vaardigheden? 
 

Heeft u interesse in de bevindingen van dit onderzoek? Zo ja, vul hiernaast uw e-mailadres in 
 

Op- of aanmerkingen over de vragenlijst kunt u hiernaast vermelden. 
 

Hartelijk dank voor uw medewerking aan dit expert onderzoek! 
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Inzet HBO afgestudeerden als beginnende export professional 

Onderstaande stellingen zijn bedoeld om  er achter te komen of HBO afgestudeerden tijdens hun studie goed 
voorbereid worden op een eerste export functie bij een bedrijf. 

20 In hoeverre zijn de volgende uitspraken van toepassing op HBO afgestudeerden die beginnen in hun eerste 
export functie bij uw bedrijf?  

NB: Indien uw bedrijf de afgelopen 3 jaar geen startende export professional heeft aangenomen hoeft u deze 
vraag NIET in te vullen 

In welke mate 

Zeer slecht Slecht Niet slecht/niet goed Goed Zeer goed 

20a. zijn beginnende export professionals 
voldoende voorbereid op de 
werkzaamheden in uw bedrijf? 

     

20b. zijn beginnende export professionals 
in staat om zelfstandig internationale 
werkzaamheden uit te voeren 

     

20c. zijn beginnende exportprofessionals 
in staat om relaties op te bouwen met 
buitenlandse zakenpartners? 

     

20d. zijn beginnende export professionals 
in staat om de relaties met buitenlandse 
zakenpartners te onderhouden en te 
gebruiken? 

     

20e. beschikken de beginnende 
exportprofessionals over de juiste 
houdingskenmerken om de relaties met 
buitenlandse zakenpartners te 
onderhouden en te gebruiken? 

     

20f. beschikken de beginnende export 
professionals over de juiste 
communicatieve vaardigheden om de 
relaties met buitenlandse zakenpartners te 
onderhouden en te gebruiken? 

     

20g. zijn de beginnende export 
professionals in staat om met voor hen 
onbekende internationale situaties om te 
gaan? 

     

20h. zijn beginnende export professionals 
in staat om te reflecteren op hun eigen 
handelen? 
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Appendix C 

Table 9

Table 10

Table 11

Marketing Tasks Strategic Tasks Relational Tasks Business knowledge

Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N
Experience level 0-6 years 3.1 .2 27 2.7 .2 27 3.3 .2 27 3.1 .1 27

7-10 years 3.0 .2 26 3.0 .2 26 3.4 .2 26 3.2 .2 26
> 10 years 3.1 .1 57 2.8 .1 57 3.1 .2 57 2.9 .1 57
Totaal 3.1 .1 110 2.8 .1 110 3.2 .1 110 3.1 .1 110

Education level < HBO 3.2 .3 22 3.0 .2 22 2.9 .3 22 3.1 .2 22
HBO 2.9 .2 48 2.8 .2 48 3.3 .2 48 3.1 .1 48
WO 3.2 .2 34 2.7 .1 34 3.2 .2 34 3.0 .1 34
Totaal 3.0 .1 104 2.8 .1 104 3.2 .1 104 3.1 .1 104

Company size 0-10 3.0 .1 56 2.9 .1 56 3.2 .2 56 3.1 .1 56
nov-50 3.2 .2 24 2.9 .2 24 3.1 .3 24 3.2 .2 24
51-250 2.9 .2 31 2.6 .2 31 3.2 .2 31 2.9 .2 31
Totaal 3.0 .1 111 2.8 .1 111 3.2 .1 111 3.1 .1 111

Skills English Language Skils Target Language Verbal and Nonverbal 
Communications

Written 
Communication

Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N Mean
se of 

Mean
Valid 

N
Experience level 0-6 years 4.3 .1 27 3.6 .1 27 4.0 .1 27 3.9 .1 27

7-10 years 4.3 .1 26 3.6 .2 26 4.1 .1 26 4.0 .1 26
> 10 years 4.0 .1 57 3.5 .1 57 4.1 .1 57 3.8 .1 57
Totaal 4.2 .1 110 3.5 .1 110 4.0 .1 110 3.9 .1 110

Education level < HBO 3.8 .2 22 3.7 .2 22 3.9 .2 22 3.9 .2 22
HBO 4.2 .1 48 3.4 .1 48 4.1 .1 48 3.9 .1 48
WO 4.3 .1 34 3.6 .1 34 4.1 .1 34 3.9 .1 34

Totaal 4.1 .1 104 3.5 .1 104 4.1 .1 104 3.9 .1 104
Company size 0-10 4.1 .1 56 3.6 .1 56 4.0 .1 56 3.9 .1 56

nov-50 4.3 .1 24 3.5 .2 24 4.1 .1 24 4.0 .1 24
51-250 4.2 .1 31 3.5 .1 31 4.1 .1 31 3.8 .1 31
Totaal 4.2 .1 111 3.5 .1 111 4.1 .1 111 3.9 .1 111

Cultural Empathy Open-mindedness Social Initiative

Mean
se of 

Mean Valid N Mean
se of 

Mean Valid N Mean
se of 

Mean Valid N
Experience level 0-6 years 4.0 .1 27 4.0 .1 27 3.8 .1 27

7-10 years 4.1 .1 26 4.2 .1 26 4.0 .1 26
> 10 years 3.9 .1 57 4.0 .1 57 3.9 .1 57
Totaal 4.0 .1 110 4.0 .1 110 3.9 .1 110

Education level < HBO 3.9 .2 22 3.8 .2 22 3.8 .2 22
HBO 4.0 .1 48 4.1 .1 48 3.9 .1 48
WO 4.0 .1 34 4.1 .1 34 3.9 .1 34
Totaal 4.0 .1 104 4.0 .1 104 3.9 .1 104

Company size 0-10 3.9 .1 56 4.0 .1 56 3.8 .1 56
nov-50 4.1 .1 24 4.2 .1 24 3.9 .1 24
51-250 4.0 .1 31 3.9 .1 31 4.0 .1 31
Totaal 4.0 .1 111 4.0 .1 111 3.9 .1 111
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Appendix D

Evaluation study on the Export Development Programme

In view of authentic experiential learning, we additionally explored the relevance of 
the Export Development Programme (EDP), an export traineeship project based on the 
collaboration between exporting companies and internationalizing SMEs students. The 
quantitative data used for this study is based on a web survey addressing alumni who 
participated in the EDP (1). 

The EDP aims to develop graduates’ professional international skills and attitudes by giving 
students the opportunity to write their graduation thesis with an internationalizing company 
and to implement the recommendations of their thesis during an export traineeship which 
starts right after their graduation. During their traineeship, the graduates are employed 
as an export trainee by the company and they receive coaching from experienced export 
professionals with regard to the professional development of their attitudes and skills. This 
preparation for students to work with internationalizing SMEs may possibly contribute to 
the development of international relation competency, adjudged by entrepreneurs to be the 
key competency for starting export professionals.

the relevance of the Export Development Programme for the employability of graduates. 

Design questionnaire for the alumni on EDP
For the alumni who participated in the EDP, we designed an online questionnaire in English 

The questionnaire for the alumni who participated in the EDP consisted of detailed questions 

following the EDP. The second topic considers the role and the added value of the export 
coach in the EPD. For the third topic we asked the alumni whether the EDP had contributed 
to the development of competencies. The questionnaire concludes with questions about the 
experiences of alumni with the EDP.

(1) This evaluation study was carried out by the research assistant J. van Velzen under the supervision of 
L. van Weerden 
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In the period 2011-2018, 62 alumni participated in the EDP (Table 3). Based on the amount 
of alumni who left the EDP early for reasons of dissatisfaction or bankruptcy of the 
company, and the fact that not all contact details of the alumni could be found, however, 
the questionnaire about the EDP was sent out to 27 alumni, 20 of whom responded, 

backgrounds of the alumni.

Table 1: Graduation and participation in EDP per year

Graduation year Count Response in %
Year of participation 

EDP Count
Response 

in %

2011 1 5% 2011 2 10%
2012 3 15% 2012 2 10%
2013 2 10% 2013 4 20%
2014 5 25% 2014 5 25%
2015 2 10% 2015 1 5%
2016 2 10% 2016 2 10%
2017 1 5% 2017 1 5%
2018 4 20% 2018 3 15%

Table 2: Studies completed by EDP alumni

Studies Count Response in %

International Business and Management Studies (IBMS) 10 50%
International Business and Languages (IBL) 6 30%
Business Administration 1 5%
Commercial Economics 2 10%
International Management (2015) 1 5%

Views on the EDP
With regard to their motivation to join the EDP, the results (Table 3) show that the alumni 

skills’ and ‘international work experience’ are the important reasons to participate in the 
EDP. An explanation for this outcome could be that the alumni consider the EDP to be 

business practice. Thanks to the experiential learning experiences of the EDP, graduates are 
actively involved with concrete international business tasks instead of the more abstract, 
classroom-based techniques of academic learning.
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Table 3: Reasons to participate in the EDP

Number and percentage of responds who agree with: Count Response in %

Applying knowledge in practice 18 90%
Working with professionals 13 65%
Gaining (International) work experience 17 85%
Receiving feedback from an experienced coach 12 60%
Having the opportunity of an employment contract after completion EDP 13 65%
Finalizing my Bachelor education 16 80%

18 90%
Developing my skills 18 90%

Total number of respondents 20 100%

The EDP alumni consider the export coaches’ experiences (Table 4) and the fact that he/she 
was a good listener to be of added value of their traineeship. 

Table 4: Added value Export Coach EDP

Added value Count Response in %

(S)he was experienced 16 100%
(S)he was a good listener 15 94%
(S)he gave useful advice 14 88%
(S)he was easy to contact 14 88%

communication, both written and verbally, with colleges and relations and the execution 
of market research. However, if we consider the competencies the alumni have developed 

colleges and relations’ and ‘self- management’ have the highest scores. With regard to 

the competency ‘setting up an export policy plan’ receives a low score. The same score 
applies for ‘setting up a sales plan from a marketing policy perspective’ (Table 5). This 
is surprising as these topics are central in the curriculum of the bachelor in international 
business. The scores illustrate the expectations and importance alumni attach to social 
interaction aligned with international tasks.
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Table 5: Competency development EDP according to alumni

Number and percentage of respondents
Important for  

EDP in % Count

Developed 
during EDP 

in % Count

Communicating in multiple languages 100% 20 85% 17
Executing market research for an international 
business

90% 18 85% 17

Operationalizing (tactical and operational) 
marketing policy for a national or international 
operating business

85% 17 85% 17

Operationalize (tactical and operational) 
marketing policy for a national or international 
operating business

70% 14 75% 15

Setting up a sales plan for an international 
business from a marketing policy perspective

65% 13 65% 13

Setting up and executing procurement policy 35% 7 30% 6
Setting up an export policy plan 55% 11 50% 10
Carrying out self-management 85% 17 95% 19

with colleagues and relations 
90% 18 95% 19

Total number of respondents 100% 20 100% 20

Overall, the alumni gave their experiences with the EDP a high rating score (Table 6). 
Moreover, the alumni were very positive about the connection of the EDP with the 
curriculum of international business studies. 

Table 6: Rate overall experience EDP by alumni

Rate (according to Dutch rating system used at school) Count Response in %

5 1 5%
7 3 15%
8 5 25%
9 7 35%
10 4 20%

Total number of respondents 20 100%

These promising results, however limited, suggest the need for further research into the 
evaluation of the EDP with regard to the conditions for coaching of the export trainee and 
an assessment format for attitude and skills development.
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