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1. Introduction
World over, small- and medium-scale enterprises (SMEs) are regarded as fountainheads of entrepreneurship,
innovation, nimble-footed change agents, major employers in terms of absolute numbers and major contributors
to the society’s economy (Covin and Miller, 2013; Shukla, 2004). In the past few decades, the nature of trade has
become increasingly global, which in turn, offers numerous opportunities for firms to globalize (Ruzzier et al.,
2006; Yip, 1989). This represents both significant opportunities and challenges for SMEs as many are rooted in
their local environment. The internationalization literature is replete with studies focusing on multinational
enterprises (MNE) context (Dunning, 1988; Williamson, 1973). However the information available on
internationalisation choices is often incomplete or structured in a way that makes it difficult to compare or
evaluate options. While most MNEs follow a structured approach for internationalization and have substantial
resources available to analyse the incomplete and at times ambiguous information, many SMEs do not possess
appropriate skills or resources. For example, skills to interpret and utilize available information and complex
market signals, which leads to many failed attempts. Extant research recognizes that a crucial differentiator
between MNEs and SMEs is the role of owner/ manager of SMEs as key decision maker in the context of
internationalisation (Holt, 2012; Maekelburger et al., 2012; Olejnik, 2012; Ruzzier et al., 2006). Research into
entrepreneurial cognitive behaviour recognises the critical role of appropriate information (Baron and Ensley,
2006). Extant research on SMEs indicates that both, the availability of comparative information and
internationalisation motivation are key subsets for informed owner/ manager decision-making (e.g. Ellis, 2010;
Oviatt and McDougall, 2005; Terjesen et al., 2013). However little is known about the owner/ manager’s
approach to cognitive processing of the available information and motivation nor its impact on the
internationalisation decision.
Extending this line of enquiry we integrate the impact of differently structured information through Structural
Alignment Theory (SAT) on one hand, and the role of different motivation goal orientations using Regulatory
Focus Theory (RFT) on the other in SME owner/ manager internationalisation decision making. Therefore it is
important to researchers, practitioners and policy makers as scholarly advances on SAT have established that the
alignability of information structure critically aids the decision making process. Equally, research on RFT has
established that decision maker’s motivational approach shapes the outcome of any decision itself. The
suggested conceptual framework on the SME owner/ manager’s decision to internationalise considers the effects
of information structure through SAT and the motivational goal orientation through RFT in an integrated
theoretical framework.
SAT is concerned with differences in information structure when evaluating options. Attributes of a feature that
is present in multiple options are alignable; attributes are non-alignable if the feature is unique to an option
(Tversky, 1977). Decisions are based on alignable differences (differences between features present in both
options) and our ability and willingness to process unique, non-alignable features (Sun et al., 2012). Independent
of the structures of information, decision makers approach life situations differently. RFT describes the
motivation and goal orientation of individuals in life situations as Promotion- and Prevention-focused (Higgins,
1997; Kruglanski et al., 2000; Higgins et al., 2001). The former focuses on the presence of positives (and avoids
the absence of positives) whereas the later aims for the absence of negatives (and avoids the presence of
negatives). Both SAT and RFT have been researched independently in psychology (Gentner, 1983) and
consumer behaviour (Sun et al., 2012; Zhang and Markman, 1998). The objective of this study is to develop a
new integrative conceptual framework to understand more fully the cognitive interaction between the decision
maker’s motivation and the processing of differently structured information. Propositions are presented that
contribute to the understanding of both theories, owner/ manager decision-making and internationalisation
frameworks.
2. SME Internationalization Decisions
2.1. Internationalization and international entrepreneurship
Internationalisation of a business is seen as undertaking business activities in a country other than the firm’s
home country (Johanson and Vahlne, 1990; McCole et al., 2010). Further, internationalisation is defined as a bidirectional i.e. inward and outward activity (Freeman, 2013). Early internationalisation theories considered
economic factors in the creation of MNEs focusing on cost-benefit analysis of cross-border versus domestic
operations such as Internalisation (Caves, 1971) or Transaction-Cost Economics (Gilroy, 1993) The Uppsala and
Innovation-Related stage-models consider SME operations and are based on incremental learning and increasing
commitment to international markets (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009). Further, stage models recognise that noneconomic factors such as psychic distance impact on internationalisation decisions; Mode of Entry and Speed of
Internationalisation are described as key outputs (Johanson and Vahlne, 1990, 2009). Further, Johanson and

Mattson’s (1988) Network-Based approach recognises a) the information processing intensity necessary in
informed internationalisation decisions as well as b) that said information processing and decision making
resides with a single person in large and small businesses. Consolidating earlier theories of internationalisation
and drawing upon entrepreneurship literature, Oviatt and McDougall (2005) introduced International
Entrepreneurship (IE) as a conceptual framework to explore internationalisation in the context of SMEs rather
than MNEs. SME internationalisation literature acknowledges that so called ‘born-global’ ventures launch to be
international from the outset (Freeman, 2013; Kalinic and Forza, 2012; Olejnik, 2012). Although other
perspectives such as a Resource-Based View of Internationalisation (Ahokangas et al., 2010) are emerging
through the integration of entrepreneurship/ small business literature, IE is the most appropriate theoretical
framework for SME Internationalisation. Table 1 provides a summary of key theories on business
internationalisation, highlighting the initial focus on MNEs. The formulation of IE draws on these key theories
and as such the summary in Table 1 provides an overview and context for this development.
<insert Table 1 here>
2.2. The role of SME Owner/ Managers in Internationalization Decisions
Internationalisation is recognised as an area of strategic importance for SMEs (Malhotra and Hinings, 2009;
Shaver, 2013) as is reflected in IE. Business and management research has explored patterns of
internationalisation (Axinn and Matthyssens, 2002) and recognises that information processing/ knowledge
development is a vital component in the internationalisation decision process (Johanson and Mattsson, 1988).
Further, research has included ‘prior knowledge/ experience’ as a moderating factor to compensate for
uncertainty based on lack of information (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; Oviatt and McDougall, 2005). In turn,
small business and entrepreneurship research has investigated the role of the owner/ manager as a key strategic
decision-taker in the internationalisation process (Freeman, 2013; Holt, 2012; Covin and Miller, 2013; Kraus et
al., 2011; Lloyd-Reason and Mughan, 2002; Tihula et al., 2009).
Baron and Ensley (2006) established that entrepreneur’s cognitive ability plays a critical role in recognising
opportunities. Entrepreneurship theory and research has observed different entrepreneurial profiles and their
impact on strategic decisions including internationalisation (Covin and Miller, 2013; Ellis, 2010; Johanson and
Vahlne, 2009). However the extant research on entrepreneurial traits and profiles does not explain how owner/
managers approach the decision to internationalise. Further, entrepreneurship literature recognises the cognitive
biases and constraints of decision takers (Casillas and Acedo, 2013; Ellis, 2010) however, limited research has
explored a cognitive model of opportunity recognition (Baron and Ensley, 2006). Originating in social
psychology, cognitive models of information processing have advanced through application in consumer
behaviour research (Nam et al., 2012; Sun et al., 2012). Although social psychology principles have been
transferable between contexts (e.g. Gentner and Gunn, 2001; Zhang and Markman, 1998, 2001), cognitive
models of information processing remain unexplored in important areas such as SME decision making.
Studies have acknowledged that available or missing information has an impact on the internationalisation
process in that when evaluating options, missing or difficult to process information can create uncertainty and
thus impact on the internationalisation decision and process (McCole et al., 2010; Oviatt and McDougall, 2005).
Research on opportunity recognition amongst entrepreneurs acknowledges the importance of appropriate
information and its impact on strategic decisions (Baron and Ensley, 2006; Charoensukmongkol, 2015; Harms et
al., 2007; Kraus et al., 2011). In particular, with focus on speed of internationalisation (Prashantham and Young,
2011) and mode of entry choice (Cassiman and Golovko, 2010; Maekelburger et al., 2012) research has explored
the role of prior knowledge/ experience as a moderating factor to overcome information-based uncertainty.
Despite the acknowledgement of information as a moderating factor, the impact of differently structured
information itself on internationalisation remains to be investigated.
2.3. Gap for a Conceptual Model of SME Internationalization Decisions
Despite acknowledging that different types of SMEs (traditional versus born-global) (Kalinic and Forza, 2012)
and different industries (Fernhaber, 2007) have an impact on the speed of internationalisation, control for these
factors is not reflected in the IE model (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005). Further considerations such as ‘readiness
to internationalise’ or awareness and other cognitive elements including the entrepreneurial motivation and
information processing would need to feed into models relating to internationalization decisions (Casillas and
Acedo, 2013; Lloyd-Reason and Mughan, 2002; Ruzzier et al., 2006). Thus, the above gap necessitates
frameworks and models that explore and capture cognitive elements of the internationalisation decision
associated with the ‘recognition of opportunities’ instead of the overall internationalisation process. Our
framework takes steps towards incorporating cognitive elements of decision making into international
entrepreneurship literature. The suggested framework considers ‘Information on Internationalisation Options’
and ‘Entrepreneurial Decision Approach’ feeding into ‘Decision Process’ and ‘Internationalisation Option
Choice’.

To summarise, both the structure of information and the motivational approach of the owner/ manager to process
options is acknowledged in the internationalisation and entrepreneurship literature yet is studied in isolation.
Integration between the two strains of research is limited. Hence it has been suggested that in order to further
contribute to knowledge, theories relating to internationalisation, entrepreneurship and small business
management need to be studied in tandem (Axinn and Matthyssens, 2002; Child and Hsieh, 2014; Holt, 2012;
Laufs and Schwens, 2014; Terjesen et al., 2013). Underpinned by SAT and RFT, our conceptual framework
addresses both, the structure of information and the motivational goal orientation in the context of
internationalisation and thus provides an integrative framework. Specifically, the integrated theoretical
framework explores the interaction between the processing of available information (information structure) and
the individual decision-taker’s motivational approach (motivational goal orientation) on the internationalisation
decision.
3. Information Structure
Tversky (1977) explored how we recognise similarities in a range of settings (i.e. single option, multiple options)
and the impact of context (i.e. picking pairs). This reflection on similarity spawned a variety of decision
frameworks in psychology and consumer decision-making such as middle option (Novemsky et al., 2007;
Simonson et al., 1993), comparison effect (Dhar et al., 1999; Novemsky et al., 2007) as well as attribute
alignability. The concept of attribute alignability focuses on the structure of information. To make sense of any
phenomena, humans need a structure to analyse available information. The information structure thus offers a
grounding principal to evaluate the attributes relating to a phenomenon and recognise similarities as well as
dissimilarities between options. If a feature is present in all options then the attribute is alignable (e.g. preferred
language of communication in a country); further, if the two alignable attributes are of different value then a
alignable difference is present (e.g. VAT rate in two different countries). Correspondingly, if the feature is
unique to one option then the attribute is non-alignable (e.g. local government hostility to foreign businesses).
Over recent decades, the concept of attribute alignability has been further refined into SAT (Gentner and Gunn,
2001; Gentner, 1983; Markman and Gentner, 1993; Zhang and Markman, 1998). Advancements of SAT are
found in particular in its application to consumer decision making (Herrmann et al., 2009; Zhang and Markman,
1998). Historically, findings suggest that alignable attributes are more memorable than non-alignable attributes
and that consumers have a preference for alignable attributes as long as these provide an alignable difference
(Zhang and Markman, 1998). Due to the need for higher involvement to process non-alignable attributes,
participants in the original experiments on recognition of similarities showed a preference for alignable attributes
(Tversky, 1977).
Recent research however, describes contradictory evidence pointing towards a preference of non-alignable
attributes under certain conditions. Money and Crotts (2003) found that cultures associated with lower
uncertainty avoidance are more willing to process non-alignable attributes and are less likely to rely only on
alignable information. Further, Sun et al. (2012) describe that when evaluating a choice of service options,
consumer preference switches to non-alignable attributes when levels of uncertainty is high. SAT has been
successfully applied to a range of different subject areas to evaluate information structure of options (see for
example Herrmann et al., 2009; Money and Crotts, 2003). Within internationalisation theory, information
structure has been identified as a factor contributing to uncertainty in the decision to internationalise (Johanson
and Vahlne, 1990; Lloyd-Reason and Mughan, 2002; Olejnik, 2012). Internationalization decisions involve high
levels of uncertainty and, with limited resource availability, they could become decision bottlenecks for SME
owner/ manager as information structure would lack necessary alignment. While alignability between various
internationalization decision attributes is difficult to achieve due to non-comparability and, at times nonavailability of information, a critical question for researchers, policy makers and practitioners with regards to
SME internationalization relates to the attribute alignability preference among the SME owner/ managers.
Identifying processing preference among this group of key decision-makers could contribute significantly
towards developing a better communication approach from policy perspective and informed internationalization
decision making for the SME owner/ managers.
4. Motivational Goal Orientation
Human behaviour is self-regulated (Kruglanski et al., 2000). This particularly applies when pursuing goals
aiming for different outcomes through evaluation of choice options by employing distinct strategies (Higgins,
1997). Bruner, Goodnow and Austin (1956:56 in Higgins, 1997:1285) suggest a strategy “refers to a pattern of
decisions in the acquisition, retention and utilisation of information that serves to meet certain objectives”.
Higgins (1997) refers to the match between goal and outcome as ‘Regulatory Fit’ and the underlying approach to
attaining a match ‘Regulatory Focus’.

Individuals have a preferred means of pursuing their goals and in employing these preferred means one
experiences Regulatory Fit (Aaker and Lee, 2006). For example, an SME owner/ manager who in private enjoys
personal service in pursuit of office machinery, experiences a good regulatory fit if advised by a dedicated
account manager and, in turn, a bad fit if dealing with a self-service online portal. The result of Regulatory Fit is
that “(i) the actor feels right about what she is doing in the goal-pursuit activity and; (ii) there is increased
strength of engagement in the goal-pursuit activity” (Cesario et al., 2008:445). The increased involvement does
not lead to a heightened assessment of the situation.
Based on Regulatory Fit, research in the Higgins Lab shows that Promotion and Prevention foci are two distinct
profiles of behaviour in achieving regulatory fit (Higgins, 1997). For example, an owner/ manager may decide to
internationalise in order grow and increase profits however another may do so with a motive to avoid loss in
local market share. In this example, both owner/ managers internationalise however one for presence of positives
(i.e. increased profits - rewards) and, the other, for the absence of negatives (i.e. lost market share - punishment).
The former is referred to as Promotion Focus and the later as Prevention Focus. These promotion or prevention
profiles, and the strategies of how to approach a decision associated with them, form RFT (Cesario et al., 2008;
Higgins, 1997; Higgins et al., 2001; Kruglanski et al., 2000). Based on the assumption that individuals are
aiming to achieve Regulatory Fit, a Prevention-focused owner/ manager will ‘plays things safe’ to achieve at
least some return on investment (ROI) in order to avoid financial difficulties. Higgins described this as “a
concern with protection, safety, and responsibility”; further “a prevention focus involves a sensitivity to negative
outcomes (their absence and presence)” (Higgins, 1997:1282). On the other hand, a Promotion-focused
individual aims for the presence of positives (and avoids the absence of positives). For example, an owner/
manager who invests in a range of projects to achieve the highest possible ROI and financial reward. This focus
has been described by Higgins (1997:1282) as “a concern with advancement, growth, and accomplishment”.
In summary, RFT is concerned with two distinct motivation goal orientation profiles (Prevention and Promotion)
of how individuals approach decisions to achieve a regulatory fit. The regulatory focus profiles describe
powerful motivational principles. While cognitive elements such as motivational goal orientation of owner/
manager may play a critical role in internationalization decisions, extant research is silent on this aspect. As
detailed above, the lacuna in our understanding of how an owner/ manager uses information structure and what
role is played by their motivation goal orientation underpins our conceptual framework. Thus, RFT forms part of
the conceptual model of this study along with SAT.
5. Propositions
SME internationalization is a strategic decision and our conceptual framework offers a novel exploration through
the lens of cognitive processing. Extant literature on internationalization offers significant insights on whether or
not to internationalise (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; Jonsson and Foss, 2011), the mode of entry (Laufs and
Schwens, 2014; Maekelburger et al., 2012), the speed of internationalisation (Casillas and Acedo, 2013;
Prashantham and Young, 2011), business maturity (Jiang et al., 2011; Laufs and Schwens, 2014), and features
relevant for country choice (Dawson, 2001). Extending the earlier debate, the focus of the propositions is to offer
a cognitive model on internationalization decision-making by exploring the role of information structure and
motivation goal orientation of SME owner/ managers.
The internationalisation decision is a comparison of features either between the firm’s home and potential
country or between two (or more) potential countries. As such the evaluation of option features in
internationalisation decisions is a comparative decision. Research on SAT establishes that unique features are
more difficult to process and require more cognitive resources; therefore decision-makers generally show a
preference for alignable rather than non-alignable features (Markman and Gentner, 1993; Tversky, 1977).
However, levels of uncertainty (Sun et al., 2012) and even balance of positive and negative non-alignable
features (Dhar et al., 1999) may change the decision-maker’s consideration of non-alignable features.
Moreover, the IE literature places the SME owner/ manager at the centre of the decision making process (Oviatt
and McDougall, 2005) and their cognitive motivation goal orientation may act as a critical factor in
internationalization process. Whether the desired outcome is driven by a focus on the presence of positives or the
absence of negatives shapes the decision-maker’s motivational goal orientation and willingness to expend
cognitive resources. Considering the comparative nature of the internationalisation country choice decisionmaking process, the willingness to expend cognitive resources is key to the decision-making process. Research
on motivational goal orientation suggests that the decision-taker’s regulatory focus influences the individual’s
willingness to expend cognitive resources to consider information that is more difficult to process.
In comparison, the way information sets is structured influences the decision outcome. The reason being is that
non-alignable features are less likely to be considered as they are more difficult to process and require more
cognitive resources than alignable features. Moreover, the decision-taker’s regulatory focus influences the

willingness to consider and process such alignable and non-alignable features. The interaction of the cognitive
resource requirements of the decision-taker to process available information in a particular information structure
with the individual’s motivational approach to the decision-making itself, has not been explored in literature. Yet
this interaction sits at the centre of the IE model. Therefore, an integrated theoretical model underpinned by
cognitive processing through SAT and RFT is the logical consequence to address this gap. Such a module would
serve to explore the interaction of differently structured decision information sets in scenarios of varying
uncertainty with the individual’s motivational approach (see Figure 1).
<insert Figure 1 here>
5.1. Uncertainty and Information Structure
Uncertainty is often associated with complexity and asymmetric information (Amit and Zott, 2001). Contrary to
information uncertainty, perceived or interpretive uncertainty is a subjective judgement of the available
information (Jauch and Kraft, 1986; Tintner, 1941; Weber and Mayer, 2014). Uncertainty is particularly intense
in the context of internationalization decisions (Autio et al., 2011). The perceived uncertainty in information sets
can be a result of the inability to comprehend the features due to lack of prior experience/ knowledge of
internationalisation (Autio et al., 2011) or even with prior experience/ knowledge a greater geographic and/ or
psychic distance resulting in greater uncertainty (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009).
Although there is a vast body of literature on the role of uncertainty in decision-making in general (e.g. Chung et
al., 2013; Driscoll et al., 1966), insights on comparative decisions and evaluation of information sets is lacking.
Previous research on SAT indicates that there is a preference for alignable attributes but that this preference may
shift towards non-alignable attributes under certain conditions, in particular, when facing uncertainty; other
information structures such as missing information remain to be investigated (Sun et al., 2012). It is to be
expected that decision makers will have a relative focus on alignable features if uncertainty is perceived as low.
However focus may shift to non-alignable features if uncertainty is perceived to be high. This high uncertainty
could be the result of risk, lack of reference frame for choice set or perceived relevance of information among
other aspects.
For example, for a UK based SME to internationalise to either Germany or the USA would be a low-uncertainty
scenario in comparison to a high-uncertainty choice between Russia and India. Language (same or different),
measurement units (same or different) or currency use (same or different, stable or instable) could be alignable
attributes; information about the presence of import barriers/ import tariffs, legal framework or foreign
ownership restriction might be features unique to one option and thus non-alignable. In low uncertainty settings
(Germany vs. USA) the focus would be expected to rest on alignable features (e.g. language, measurement unit,
currency) whereas in high uncertainty scenarios (Russia vs. India) non-alignable features (e.g. import tariffs,
legal framework, foreign ownership restrictions) would be in the focus of the SME owner/ manager’s decision.
Thus, we propose the following:
Proposition 1a: In a choice-pair with balanced alignable and non-alignable features decision-makers
perceiving the choice as low-uncertainty will base their decision on alignable differences.
Proposition 1b: In a choice-pair with balanced alignable and non-alignable features decision-makers
perceiving the choice as high-uncertainty will base their decision on non-alignable features.
5.2. Negative and Positive Non-Alignable Features
Perception of uncertainty is the result of the decision-maker’s ability to interpret and process the available
information; informational uncertainty originates within the available information. Although the magnitude of
informational uncertainty may increase/ decrease based on the individual’s perception, the polarity of the
uncertainty does not change. The greater the alignable difference of options (greater dissimilarity), the clearer
the ranking of the given options. Thus resulting in a relatively smaller informational uncertainty. Conversely,
relative greater informational uncertainty exists when the alignable difference of options is smaller (greater
similarity) and identification of a superior option is more difficult. Uncertainty resulting from information
structure leads to longer processing time (Novemsky et al., 2007) and reduced satisfaction with the choice made
(Houston et al., 1991).
A number of studies have identified that the direction of comparison, namely reference option versus comparison
option, moderates the informational uncertainty in information processing (Houston et al., 1989, 1991). This can
be manipulated through anchoring or priming, whereby a reference point is provided or induced into the decision
scenario (Markman and Loewenstein, 2010). In particular, anchoring significantly manipulates the decision

outcome among novice decision-makers (Bettman and Sujan, 1987); further empirical studies reinforced that
expert and veteran decision-makers are also affected by anchoring, albeit less severely (Furnham and Boo, 2011).
Research on unique-good vs. unique-bad comparisons suggests that individuals focus on positive features as
reference points for preference choices irrespective whether these are alignable or non-alignable features
(Houston et al., 1989, 1991; Markman and Loewenstein, 2010). When decision-makers perceive a greater
similarity between choices, uncertainty increases and a shift towards non-alignable features is expected.
However research indicates that when these non-alignable features are negative, the relative focus will remain on
positive i.e. alignable features (Dhar et al., 1999; Novemsky et al., 2007). Conversely, in scenarios with greater
dissimilarity, perceived uncertainty is lower and thus the focus should remain on non-alignable features, yet in
unique-good scenarios relative focus shifts to unique positive features as anchors for the decisions making.
For example, comparing language, measurement unit and currency of China and Ireland would yield a greater
alignable difference (dissimilarity) and further differentiation is not necessary. However, unique positive features
such as China’s growth rate or Ireland’s low corporation tax may positively impact the SME decision maker’s
preference and thus will be considered. On the other hand, if the alignable difference based on language,
measurement unit and currency is lower (e.g. Norway vs. Sweden) and further distinction between the choice
options is desirable, negative features such as Norway’s position outside the EU (e.g. import tariffs) or Sweden’s
lack of domestic manufacturing are less likely to be considered. The reason for this being that choice preference
is built through positive features as reference points.
Therefore we put the following propositions forward:
Proposition 2a: In choice-pairs with positive non-alignable features and relative greater alignable
difference (dissimilarity) the decision-maker’s focus shifts to positive non-alignable features.
Proposition 2b: In choice-pairs with negative non-alignable features and relative lower alignable
difference (similarity) the decision-maker’s focus shifts to positive alignable features.
5.3. Regulatory Focus Theory
Research on RFT has shown that depending on the one’s Regulatory Focus – Prevention or Promotion,
individuals will approach information differently and may indeed come to a different conclusion. Higgins (1997)
suggests that promotion focused individuals tend to insure certain forms of outcome while prevention focused
aim to insure against certain others. Thus both may employ different cognitive processing despite being offered
the same information structure. The tendency of a promotion-focused individual is geared towards spotting
opportunities with the greater focus on positive outcomes. On the other hand, a prevention-focused individual
will focus more on the same opportunity with a view to reduce the chance of negative outcomes (Cesario et al.,
2008; Higgins, 1997).
Research indicates that processing non-alignable features requires more cognitive resources (Aaker and Lee,
2006; Nam et al., 2012; Sun et al., 2012). When information frame aligns with the motivation goal orientation,
individuals are more willing to expend the cognitive resources to process more difficult information (Aaker and
Lee, 2006). Therefore, we posit that Prevention-focused individuals are more motivated to process information if
there is a greater threat of a presence of negatives to the outcome. Conversely Promotion-focused individuals are
more motivated to process information if there is an opportunity for achieving more positive outcomes.
Specifically prevention-focused individuals are more motivated to expend cognitive resources when the threat of
failure is greater and thus process non-alignable information that requires more cognitive resources. Conversely,
promotion-focused individuals will be more motivated and thus willing to expend cognitive resources when the
success of opportunities is more probable and therefore are more likely to process information that requires more
cognitive resources.
For example, taking the scenario from proposition 1 with the high uncertainty choice pair (Russia vs. India) and
the low uncertainty choice pair (Germany vs. USA), it is expected that with greater uncertainty there is a greater
willingness to process non-alignable features. Taking RFT into account, in high-uncertainty choice-pairs (e.g.
Russia vs. India), when the threat of negative outcomes is higher, the motivation of prevention-focused
individuals will be greater to consider non-alignable information (e.g. import tariffs, legal framework, foreign
ownership restrictions) in order to minimise the threat of negative outcomes. Equally in low-uncertainty
scenarios (Germany vs. USA), when both options are likely to be successful, the motivation of promotionfocused individuals will be greater to consider non-alignable features (e.g. import tariffs, legal framework,
foreign ownership restrictions) in order to increase the positive outcomes.
We therefore propose:

3a) In high-uncertainty scenarios (when the threat of failure is greater) Prevention-focused individuals
are more likely to consider non-alignable features than Promotion-focused individuals.
3b) In low-uncertainty scenarios (when the opportunity for positive outcomes is greater) Promotionfocused individuals are more likely to consider non-alignable features than Prevention-focused
individuals.
5.4. Interaction between SAT and RFT
Proposition 4 presents the interaction of information structure and motivation through SAT and RFT. As
suggested in proposition 1, an increase in perceived uncertainty in the decision-making situation leads to the
consideration of non-alignable features. Additionally, positively formed information serves as an anchor for
information processing and, therefore, non-alignable features may not be considered if negative, even in
scenarios with higher uncertainty (see proposition 2). In summary, propositions 1 and 2 suggest that a greater
commitment of cognitive resources for the consideration of non-alignable features in scenarios with lower
alignable difference (higher uncertainty) is only true if the available unique information is positive. However,
proposition 3 offers motivational reasons for the consideration of negative non-alignable features.
Motivated by the presence of positive outcomes, it is logical to assume that a promotion-focused individual will
expend more cognitive resources to increase the possibility of positive outcomes and thus process unique
positive features. This behaviour is in line with research on uncertainty and positively formed information
presented in propositions 1 and 2. However when the motivational goal orientation is to prevent the presence of
negatives and reduce the threat of failure, individuals are more willing to expend more cognitive resources to
consider alternatives. Unique negative features increase the threat of negative outcomes and therefore integrating
SAT (propositions 1 and 2) with RFT (propositions 3). It is suggested that prevention-focused individuals are
more likely to consider unique features in scenarios with negative non-alignable information than promotionfocused decision-makers. In the same way that promotion-focused individuals’ are more likely to consider
positive information in high and low similarity scenarios, it is suggested that prevention-focused decisionmakers are more likely to expend more cognitive resources to process negative unique information in both high
and low similarity scenarios. This interaction of SAT and RFT is important as IE literature identifies the owner/
manager as decision-maker and mediator in the internationalisation decision process and therefore its
motivational goal orientation influences the consideration of unique features in the evaluation of alternatives.
For example, considering the different levels of motivations of prevention vs. promotion-focused individuals in
light of the threat of negative outcomes vs. the opportunity for positive outcomes explored in proposition 3, RFT
will have a similar impact on processing positive or negative non-alignable features in choice pairs with greater
or lower alignable difference (see proposition 2). Thus may overcome the bias towards positive features in
preference choices. In the lower alignable difference setting (Norway vs. Sweden), a prevention-focused
individual will be more motivated to process negative non-alignable features (Norway: Outside the EU/ import
tariffs; Sweden: Lack of domestic manufacturing/ supply) in order to reduce the threat of negative outcomes.
However, in the same instance, a promotion-focused individual will focus more on positive non-alignable
attributes (Norway: High international e-commerce expenditure; Sweden: Central location in Scandinavia) to
increase the potential for positive outcomes. Equally, in choice pairs with greater alignable difference (China vs.
Ireland) that contain sufficient distinction, prevention focused individuals will be more motivated to process
negative non-alignable features (e.g. China: Intellectual property infringements; Ireland: Euro-crisis) in order to
reduce the threat of negative outcomes. Further, promotion-focused individuals will be more motivated to
process positive non-alignable features (e.g. China: Growth rate; Ireland: Low corporation tax) in order to
increase the potential of positive outcomes.
We therefore propose:
4a) When the alignable difference between two options is greater (dissimilarity) and the non-alignable
features offer negative information Prevention focused individuals are more likely to consider nonalignable features than Promotion-focused individuals.
4b) When the alignable difference between two options is greater (dissimilarity) and the non-alignable
features offer positive information Promotion focused individuals are more likely to consider nonalignable features than Prevention-focused individuals.
4c) When the alignable difference between two options is lower (similarity) and the non-alignable
features offer negative information Prevention focused individuals are more likely to consider nonalignable features than Promotion-focused individuals.

4d) When the alignable difference between two options is lower (similarity) and the non-alignable
features offer positive information Promotion focused individuals are more likely to consider nonalignable features than Prevention-focused individuals.
6. Discussion and Conclusion
The contribution of SMEs to economies is acknowledged by academia as well as policy makers. Equally,
research has established differences in resource availability, management structures and other areas that
distinguish SMEs from MNEs. The body of knowledge on International Business is focused on MNEs and a
research agenda has been developing to address most notably IE, which attempts to integrate entrepreneurship
research insights with the international business literature. ‘Opportunity Recognition’ is an emerging key
principle of IE research (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005). Information as a factor in the internationalisation process
is well recognised in the International Business literature; most commonly coping mechanisms for the absence of
appropriate information such as ‘prior knowledge/ experience’ are considered as moderating factors.
Internationalisation opportunities are not seen in absent information or in prior experience but in information
presented to the decision maker. However, research is silent on cognitive processes employed by SME owner/
manager in internationalization decision. By combining two separate strands of cognitive theories in the context
of SME internationalization decision making our framework poses several important questions.
In social psychology and consumer behaviour, the structure of information has an impact on the outcome
depending on how comparable options (alignability) are. Particular information structures – e.g. containing more
non-alignable features - require more cognitive resources to process. Using SAT, we propose scenarios in which
differently structured information may lead to different outcomes. Further, the entrepreneurial/ small business
decision taker’s approach to processing information contributes to ‘Opportunity Recognition’.
Employing RFT we pose, to what extent is the preference for alignable attributes the same for a Prevention and
Promotion-focused individual? Do both profiles approach alignable and non-alignable in the same way? Is a
prevention focused individual more comfortable to process non-alignable attributes to ensure the absence of
negatives? Alternatively, is a promotion focused individual more likely to process non-alignable attributes to
ensure the presence of positives? For example, facing the decision to internationalise, with a range of alignable
attributes as well as country specific non-alignable attributes, would a prevention focused manager come to the
same conclusion as a promotion focused manager based on how they approach the decision as well as their
attribute preference based on the information structure (alignable versus non-alignable attributes)? This
particular example would yield insights into management styles, internationalisation research as well as the two
main theories themselves and their application to other contexts. By merging the Structural Alignment Theory
and Regulatory Focus Theory, we provide insights into decision-making profiles based on the individual’s
motivation to process the information as well as the structure of the information itself (see Figure 1).
The conceptual framework offers a range of contributions to the body of knowledge but also policy makers and
industry. The exploration of the attribute alignability preference considering internationalisation and owner/
manager rather than a consumer context will extend the understanding and application of SAT. Equally RFT
would be applied and tested in a different context. Integrated into a single theoretical construct these two theories
will provide significant insights into how individuals with differing motivational goal orientation may come to
different conclusions based on the same information structure. Further, applying the integrated theoretical
construct to the decision of owner/ managers to internationalise will provide the much needed cross-over
between entrepreneurship theory and internationalisation research and inform the body of knowledge with
regards to the impact of information structure as well as motivational goal orientation of the owner/ manager of
SMEs on the decision to internationalise. The importance of this framework based on the influence of contextual
variables such as type of SME, industry and location remains to be seen and thus offers an interesting avenue for
future research. In particular cultural distance, timeline and individual level traits in conjunction with the
proposed framework present opportunities for future empirical studies. Considering the increasingly globalised
environment findings will have implications for the support provided for SMEs in the internationalisation
decision process.

Acknowledgements
The author team would like to thank both guest editors and the two anonymous reviewers for their continuous
support and guidance throughout the review process. The author team would also like to thank 2014 IMRAKean Conference participants for their feedback on the earlier version of the paper.
REFERENCES
Aaker, J.L. and Lee, A.Y. (2006), “Understanding Regulatory Fit”, Journal of Marketing Research, Vol. 43 No.
1, pp. 15–19.
Ahokangas, P., Juho, A. and Haapanen, L. (2010), “Toward the theory of temporary competitive advantage in
internationalisation”, Enhancing Competences for Competitive Advantage, Aimée Heen., pp. 121–144.
Amit, R. and Zott, C. (2001), “Value creation in E-business”, Strategic Management Journal, Insead Working
Papers, John Wiley & Sons, Inc. / Business, Vol. 22 No. 6-7, pp. 493–520.
Autio, E., George, G. and Alexy, O. (2011), “International Entrepreneurship and Capability DevelopmentQualitative Evidence and Future Research Directions”, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Vol. 35
No. 1, pp. 11–37.
Axinn, C.N. and Matthyssens, P. (2002), “Limits of internationalization theories in an unlimited world”,
International Marketing Review, Vol. 19 No. 5, pp. 436–449.
Baron, R. a. and Ensley, M.D. (2006), “Opportunity Recognition as the Detection of Meaningful Patterns:
Evidence from Comparisons of Novice and Experienced Entrepreneurs”, Management Science, Vol. 52
No. 9, pp. 1331–1344.
Bettman, J.R. and Sujan, M. (1987), “Effects of Framing on Evaluation of Comparable and Noncomparable
Alternatives by Expert and Novice Consumers”, Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 14 No. 2, p. 141.
Bruner, J., Goodnow, J.J. and Austin, G.A. (1956), A study of thinking, Wiley, New York.
Casillas, J.C. and Acedo, F.J. (2013), “Speed in the Internationalization Process of the Firm”, International
Journal of Management Reviews, Vol. 15 No. 1, pp. 15–29.
Cassiman, B. and Golovko, E. (2010), “Innovation and internationalization through exports”, Journal of
International Business Studies, Palgrave Macmillan, Vol. 42 No. 1, pp. 56–75.
Caves, R. (1971), “International Corporations: The Industrial Economics of Foreign Investment”, Economica,
Vol. 38 No. 149, pp. 1–27.
Cesario, J., Higgins, E.T. and Scholer, A.A. (2008), “Regulatory Fit and Persuasion : Basic Principles and
Remaining Questions”, Social and Personality Compass, Vol. 2 No. 1, pp. 444–463.
Charoensukmongkol, P. (2015), “Cultural intelligence of entrepreneurs and international network ties: the case
of small and medium manufacturing firms in Thailand”, Management Research Review, Vol. 38 No. 4.
Child, J. and Hsieh, L.H.Y. (2014), “Decision mode, information and network attachment in the
internationalization of SMEs: A configurational and contingency analysis”, Journal of World Business,
Elsevier Inc., Vol. 49 No. 4, pp. 598–610.
Chung, C.C., Lee, S.-H., Beamish, P.W., Southam, C. and Nam, D. (Dale). (2013), “Pitting real options theory
against risk diversification theory: International diversification and joint ownership control in economic
crisis”, Journal of World Business, Elsevier Inc., Vol. 48 No. 1, pp. 122–136.
Covin, J.G. and Miller, D. (2013), “International Entrepreneurial Orientation: Conceptual Considerations,
Research Themes, Measurement Issues, and Future Research Directions”, Entrepreneurship Theory and
Practice, No. 812, p. n/a–n/a.
Dawson, J. (2001), “Strategy and Opportunism in European Retail Internationlization”, British Journal of
Management, Vol. 12, pp. 253–266.
Dhar, R., Nowlis, S. and Sherman, S. (1999), “Comparison Effects on Preference Construction”, Journal of
Consumer Research, Vol. 26 No. 3, pp. 293–306.
Driscoll, J., Tognoli, J. and Lanzetta, J. (1966), “Choice conflict and subjective uncertainty in decision making”,
Psychological Reports, Vol. 49, pp. 427–432.
Dunning, J. (1988), “The Eclectic Paradigm of International Production: A Restatement and Some Possible
Extensions”, Journal of international business studies, Vol. 19 No. 1, pp. 1–31.
Ellis, P.D. (2010), “Social ties and international entrepreneurship: Opportunities and constraints affecting firm
internationalization”, Journal of International Business Studies, Vol. 42 No. 1, pp. 99–127.
Fernhaber, S. (2007), “Exploring the Role of Industry Structure in New Venture Internationalization”,
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, No. July, pp. 517–542.
Freeman, S. (2013), “Strategic re-structuring by born-globals using outward and inward-oriented activity”,
International Marketing Review, Vol. 30 No. 2, pp. 156–182.
Furnham, A. and Boo, H.C. (2011), “A literature review of the anchoring effect”, Journal of Socio-Economics,
Elsevier Inc., Vol. 40 No. 1, pp. 35–42.
Gentner, D. (1983), “Structure-Mapping: A Theoretical Framework for Analogy”, Cognitive Science, Vol. 7 No.
2, pp. 155–170.

Gentner, D. and Gunn, V. (2001), “Structural alignment facilitates the noticing of differences.”, Memory &
cognition, Vol. 29 No. 4, pp. 565–77.
Gilroy, P. (1993), The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, Verso, London, available at:
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/modernism-modernity/v001/1.3br_gilroy.html (accessed 14 July 2014).
Harms, R., Kraus, S. and Reschke, C.H. (2007), “Configurations of new ventures in entrepreneurship research:
contributions and research gaps”, Management Research News, Vol. 30 No. 9, pp. 661–673.
Herrmann, A., Heitmann, M., Morgan, R., Henneberg, S.C. and Landwehr, J. (2009), “Consumer decision
making and variety of offerings: The effect of attribute alignability”, Psychology and Marketing, Vol. 26
No. 4, pp. 333–358.
Higgins, E.T. (1997), “Beyond Pleasure and Pain”, American Psychologist, Vol. 52 No. 12, pp. 1280–1300.
Higgins, E.T., Friedman, R.S., Harlow, R.E., Idson, L.C., Ayduk, O.N. and Taylor, A.M.Y. (2001),
“Achievement orientations from subjective histories of success : promotion pride versus prevention pride”,
European Journal of Social Psychology, Vol. 31 No. 2001, pp. 3–23.
Holt, D.T. (2012), “Strategic Decisions Within Family Firms: Understanding the Controlling Family’s
Receptivity to Internationalization”, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Vol. 36 No. 6, pp. 1145–1151.
Houston, D.A., Sherman, S.J. and Baker, S.M. (1989), “The influence of unique features and direction of
comparison of preferences”, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, Vol. 25 No. 2, pp. 121–141.
Houston, D.A., Sherman, S.J. and Baker, S.M. (1991), “Feature Matching, Unique Features, and the Dynamics
of the Choice Process: Predecision Conflict and Postdecision Satisfaction”, Journal of Experimental Social
Psychology, Vol. 27 No. 5, pp. 411–430.
Jauch, L. and Kraft, K. (1986), “Strategic management of uncertainty”, Academy of Management Review, Vol.
11 No. 6, pp. 777–790.
Jiang, C.X., Chua, R.Y., Kotabe, M. and Murray, J.Y. (2011), “Effects of cultural ethnicity, firm size, and firm
age on senior executives’ trust in their overseas business partners: Evidence from China”, Journal of
International Business Studies, Nature Publishing Group, Vol. 42 No. 9, pp. 1150–1173.
Johanson, J. and Mattsson, L.-G. (1988), “Internationalisation in Industrial Systems - A Network Approach”, in
Hood, N. and Vahlne, J.-E. (Eds.),Strategies in Global Competition, Routledge, pp. 287–314.
Johanson, J. and Vahlne, J. (1990), “The mechanism of internationalisation”, International Marketing Review,
Vol. 7 No. 4, pp. 11–24.
Johanson, J. and Vahlne, J.-E. (2009), “The Uppsala internationalization process model revisited: From liability
of foreignness to liability of outsidership”, Journal of International Business Studies, Palgrave Macmillan,
Vol. 40 No. 9, pp. 1411–1431.
Jonsson, A. and Foss, N.J. (2011), “International expansion through flexible replication: Learning from the
internationalization experience of IKEA”, Journal of International Business Studies, Nature Publishing
Group, Vol. 42 No. 9, pp. 1079–1102.
Kalinic, I. and Forza, C. (2012), “Rapid internationalization of traditional SMEs: Between gradualist models and
born globals”, International Business Review, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 21 No. 4, pp. 694–707.
Kraus, S., Kauranen, I. and Henning Reschke, C. (2011), “Identification of domains for a new conceptual model
of strategic entrepreneurship using the configuration approach”, Management Research Review, Vol. 34
No. 1, pp. 58–74.
Kruglanski, A.W., Thompson, E.P., Higgins, E.T., Atash, M.N., Pierro, A., Shah, J.Y. and Spiegel, S. (2000),
“To ‘ Do the Right Thing ’ or to ‘ Just Do It ’: Locomotion and Assessment as Distinct Self-Regulatory
Imperatives”, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 79 No. 5, pp. 793–815.
Laufs, K. and Schwens, C. (2014), “Foreign market entry mode choice of small and medium-sized enterprises: A
systematic review and future research agenda”, International Business Review, Elsevier Ltd, Vol. 23 No.
6, pp. 1109–1126.
Lloyd-Reason, L. and Mughan, T. (2002), “Strategies for internationalisation within SMEs: the key role of the
owner-manager”, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, Vol. 9 No. 2, pp. 120–129.
Maekelburger, B., Schwens, C. and Kabst, R. (2012), “Asset specificity and foreign market entry mode choice of
small and medium-sized enterprises: The moderating influence of knowledge safeguards and institutional
safeguards”, Journal of International Business Studies, Nature Publishing Group, Vol. 43 No. 5, pp. 458–
476.
Malhotra, N. and Hinings, C. (Bob). (2009), “An organizational model for understanding internationalization
processes”, Journal of International Business Studies, Palgrave Macmillan, Vol. 41 No. 2, pp. 330–349.
Markman, A.B. and Gentner, D. (1993), “Splitting the Differences: A Structural Alignment View of Similarity”,
Journal of Memory and Language, Vol. 32 No. 4, pp. 517–535.
Markman, A.B. and Loewenstein, J. (2010), “Structural comparison and consumer choice”, Journal of Consumer
Psychology, Society for Consumer Psychology, Vol. 20 No. 2, pp. 126–137.
McCole, P., Ramsey, E. and Williams, J. (2010), “Trust considerations on attitudes towards online purchasing:
The moderating effect of privacy and security concerns”, Journal of Business Research, Elsevier Inc., Vol.
63 No. 9-10, pp. 1018–1024.

Money, R.B. and Crotts, J.C. (2003), “The effect of uncertainty avoidance on information search, planning, and
purchases of international travel vacations”, Tourism Management, Vol. 24 No. 2, pp. 191–202.
Nam, M., Wang, J. and Lee, A.Y. (2012), “The Difference between Differences: How Expertise Affects
Diagnosticity of Attribute Alignability”, Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 39 No. 4, pp. 736–750.
Novemsky, N., Dhar, R., Schwarz, N. and Simonson, I. (2007), “Preference fluency in choice”, Journal of
Marketing Research, Vol. XLIV No. August, pp. 347–356.
Olejnik, E. (2012), “SMEs’ internationalisation patterns: descriptives, dynamics and determinants”,
International Marketing Review, Vol. 29 No. 5, pp. 466–495.
Oviatt, B.M. and McDougall, P.P. (2005), “Defining International Entrepreneurship and Modeling the Speed of
Internationalization”, Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice, No. April, pp. 537–553.
Prashantham, S. and Young, S. (2011), “Post-Entry Speed of International New Ventures”, Entrepreneurship
Theory and Practice, Vol. 35 No. 2, pp. 275–292.
Ruzzier, M., Hisrich, R.D. and Antoncic, B. (2006), “SME internationalization research: past, present, and
future”, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, Vol. 13 No. 4, pp. 476–497.
Shaver, J.M. (2013), “Do we really need more entry mode studies?”, Journal of International Business Studies,
Nature Publishing Group, Vol. 44 No. 1, pp. 23–27.
Shukla, P. (2004), “Small-scale Industry: The Five Myth Entrepreneurial Framework with Case Study of Rajkot
Diesel Engine Industry”, Journal of Entrepreneurship, Vol. 13 No. 1, pp. 69–92.
Simonson, I., Nowlis, S. and Lemon, K. (1993), “The effect of local consideration sets on global choice between
lower price and higher quality”, Marketing Science.
Sun, J., Keh, H.T. and Lee, A.Y. (2012), “The Effect of Attribute Alignability on Service Evaluation: The
Moderating Role of Uncertainty”, Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 39 No. 4, pp. 831–847.
Terjesen, S., Hessels, J. and Li, D. (2013), “Comparative International Entrepreneurship: A Review and
Research Agenda”, Journal of Management, No. May 2013.
Tintner, G. (1941), “The Theory of Choice Under Subjective Risk and Uncertainty”, Econometrica: Journal of
the Econometric Society, Vol. 9 No. 3, pp. 298–304.
Tversky, A. (1977), “Features of Similarity”, Psychological review, Vol. 84 No. 4, pp. 327–352.
Weber, L. and Mayer, K. (2014), “Transaction Cost Economics and the Cognitive Perspective: Investigating the
Sources and Governance of Interpretive Uncertainty”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 39 No. 3, pp.
344–363.
Williamson, O. (1973), “Markets and Hierarchies: Some Elementary Considerations”, The American economic
review, Vol. 63 No. 2, pp. 316–325.
Yip, G.S. (1989), “Global Strategy ... In A World Of Nations ?”, Sloan Management Review, Vol. 31 No. 1, pp.
29–41.
Zhang, S. and Markman, A.B. (1998), “Overcoming the Early Entrant Advantage: The Role of Alignable and
Nonalignable Differences”, Journal of Marketing Research, Vol. 35 No. 4, p. 413.
Zhang, S. and Markman, A.B. (2001), “Processing Product Unique Features: Alignability and Involvement in
Preference Construction”, Journal of Consumer Psychology, Vol. 11 No. 1, pp. 13–27.

Charge of Unique Feature
Positive versus Negative

Perceived Uncertainty
High versus Low

Figure 1

Motivational
Goal Orientation

Regulatory Focus
Promotion versus Prevention

Entrepreneurial decision approach; motivation of SME owner/
manager as decision-taker

Regulator Focus Theory

Non-Alignable
Features

Alignable
Features

Information structure of information available about set of
internationalisation country options

Structural Alignment Theory

P4

P3

P2

Internationalisation
Option Choice
Choice from
internationalisation
country options

Internationalisation
Decision Process
Cognitive resource
involvement to consider
unique features

P1

Theory

Description

Industrial
Based on the assumption that MNEs need to achieve
Organisation Theory advantages to counterbalance the costs of doing business
overseas.
Internalisation
Once opportunities in existing markets are exploited new
Theory
opportunities are explored through internalising them e.g.
through vertical integration resulting in MNEs. Information
evaluation by the management is an antecedent.
Transaction Cost
Evaluating the cost of doing business (transactions).
Economics
Internationalisation occurs when the transaction costs of
international opportunities for MNEs is cheaper than internal
ones.
Eclectic Paradigm
Internationalisation is based on three advantages: 1) Ownership
(eg. Innovation) 2) Internalisation (e.g. control of value chain) 3)
Location (combination of home product with irremovable factors
in destination location); Investment and trade are both seen as
components of internationalisation of MNEs.
Monopolistic
Once a firm has achieved superiority in their home market
Advantage Theory
through an irreplicable advantage they may deliver this
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additional costs.
Uppsala Model
Stage development of internationalisation. Scope of
internationalisation influenced by psychic distance. With
increasing experience psychic distance and commitment to
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and that these ventures do not follow this pattern.
Innovation Related
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Model
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