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Abstract

Purpose — Grounded in the theoretical foundations of institutions, boundary spanning and brokerage and SME internationalization, the purpose of
this paper is to examine how home-country institutions (HCls) facilitate the post-entry internationalization of small and medium sized enterprises
(SMEs) through home-country institutional agents (HCIAs) in a business-to-business (B2B) context. The authors seek to explore how HCls influence
post-entry SME internationalization through the boundary spanning and brokerage activities of the agents that represent them.
Design/methodology/approach — The authors present a qualitative study exploring the boundary spanning and brokerage activities of HCIAs
located in both the home and host country using 100 in-depth, semi-structured, elite informant interviews. This study explores how HCIAs influence
the type and nature of institutional support for post-entry internationalization of SMEs from the home country of New Zealand to the two large
emerging host markets, China and India. They offer a novel perspective by investigating the role of HCIAs, representing institutions at the micro
level and operating in both home and host country, in supporting the internationalization of SMEs.

Findings — The findings of this study demonstrate that HCIAs, working in both home and host country locations, assume boundary spanning and
brokerage roles when connecting SMEs with relevant actors to supply the requisite knowledge for successful post-entry internationalization. Key
findings highlight how specific HCIAs, representing a range of HCls, facilitate institutional support to SMEs in their post-entry development. This
study explores the mechanism of boundary spanning and brokerage used by these agents in connecting relevant actors involved in the
internationalization of SMEs from New Zealand to China and India. This study demonstrates how specific HCIA types, different boundary spanning
activities and the home or host country location of the agents of the HCls facilitate this process.

Originality/value — The authors offer a novel micro-level examination of institutional support for SME internationalization, focusing on the activities of
specific agents representing their respective HCls. This study shows that these HCIAs use boundary-spanning and brokerage activities to connect and
facilitate key interactions between SMEs and relevant actors in the host market. Further, the authors highlight the little explored roles and activities of HCIs
located in the host market in the context of SME internationalization. Specifically, they show different contributions by home and host-based institutional
agents and differentiate between the types of boundary spanning objects used and the associated outcomes for the SMEs. The originality of the findings of
this study is evident in their contributions to the institutional, boundary spanning and brokerage and SME internationalization theoretical domains.
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associated challenges for post-entry internationalization is not
clearly understood (Haase, 2026; Zahoor and Lew, 2021). This
study aims to cast light on the role of home-country institutions
(HCIs) in supporting SME internationalization in the post-
entry stages, with a particular focus on the mechanism by which
this is achieved. Specifically, this study explores the role of
institutional agents, representing their HCIs, in facilitating
post-entry internationalization of their home-country SMEs
and the mechanism by which these agents provide institutional
support.

Institutions, often understood as “rules of the game” (North,
1990), are a dominant focus of international business research
(Aguilera and Gregaard, 2019), as well as business marketing
research (Yang and Su, 2014). While prior studies have focused
largely on host-country institutions, more recent work has
examined the roles that HCIs (Chan and Pattnaik, 2021) and
domestic networks (Solberg and Durrieu, 2023) play in SME
internationalization. Existing research also highlights the role of
government agencies in supporting SME internationalization
(Crick and Lindsay, 2015; Sima ez al., 2025). However, exactly
how HCIs help facilitate SME internationalization, including
from developed to emerging markets, warrants further research.
As initially espoused by North (1990, 1994), institutions
cannot, in themselves, enact anything; rather, institutional
influences and outcomes reflect the activities and beliefs of the
human agents representing them. Hence, it is important to
examine the institutions and the actors engaging in institutional
activities separately (Melo Brito, 2001). In this paper, we refer
to the institutional actors as reflecting the micro-level view of
institutions, and this is a key context within our study. These
institutional agents, providing institutional support and acting
on behalf of their respective HCIs, are referred to in this study as
home-country institutional agents (HCIAs).

Internationalizing SMEs require knowledge about host
markets (Martin ez al., 2022; Gabrielsson et al., 2026) and
acquire this directly or vicariously through others (Ali er al.,
2020; Perera ez al., 2026). Knowledge acquisition is a necessary
step in SMESs’ access to host-country resources (Dickson ez al.,
2013). To enable the effective management of cross-border
relationships in terms of efficient exchanges and legitimacy
(Barry et al., 2021), host-country actors must also understand
the SME’s HCIs. Heeding calls for new empirical insights
(Buckley and Casson, 2021; Ghauri ez al, 2021) on B2B
SME internationalization, we examine the ways that HCIAs
enact their respective institutional frameworks to support
SME internationalization. Specifically, we explore how already
internationalized SMEs acquire the necessary support from
their HCIAs in either, or both of, the home and host country
through particular boundary spanning activities and brokerage
strategies, to continue their international development.

Our study makes three main contributions to the existing
literatures on institutions, SME internationalization and boundary
spanning and brokerage. First, we contribute to institutional
theory by using a micro-level lens to examine how institutional
agents (HCIAs) provide institutional support for internationalizing
SMEs. To date, literature on institutional research predominantly
treats institutions as macro-level structures (Cherchem et al,
2026). Our study shows that the influence of institutions is enacted
through individual institutional agents, reflecting a micro-level
perspective. This addresses an existing research gap in our
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understanding of the process by which institutional roles are
enacted (Jupille and Caporaso, 2022) and follows North (1990,
1994) emphasis on institutional actors as central to this enactment.

Our second contribution lies in providing insights into how
boundary spanning and brokerage activities of the HCIAs
facilitate their institutional support for internationalizing SMEs.
This reflects a novel theoretical perspective on the mechanism
linking institutions and SMEs in the internationalization process.
Specifically, our study highlights how micro-level HCIAs
work across international boundaries to support B2B SME
internationalization by assuming the roles of boundary spanners
and brokers. In so doing, HCIAs connect SMEs with relevant
host country actors to acquire requisite knowledge for successful
post-entry internationalization. Typically, boundary spanning
and brokerage research has focused largely on organizational
employees, managers and inter-organizational relations. Here,
we use boundary spanning and brokerage approaches to examine
how institutional representatives (HCIAs) connect key actors in
the process of SME internationalization.

Third, we reveal that, in addition to their activities in
the home country, HCIAs based in the host country play a
crucial role for internationalizing SMEs, particularly in the
latter post-entry stages. Existing research on institutions and
internationalization largely addresses either home- or host-
country institutions and their respective actors (Lu ez al., 2014;
Mogos Descotes ez al., 2011). But seldom does it explore the
support provided by HCI actors located in the host country,
such as trade development offices and consulates. This
highlights an important finding that HCIs continue to be
important for SMEs post-entry through their agents being
physically located and embedded in the host markets. Extant
research suggests that HCIs are important in the pre-entry
stage of SME internationalization (Chopra ez al., 2024; Tinits
and Fey, 2022), and that these SMEs interact primarily with
host country institutions post-entry. Seldom does this research
consider the role of HCIs located in the host country. Hence,
this finding addresses an important gap in the literature. Our
contribution significantly extends current understanding of the
role of host-country-based HClIs in post-entry internationalization
of SMEs.

In addition, our study provides detailed findings relating to the
outcomes of the HCIAS’ activities experienced by internationalizing
SMEs. We show that particular outcomes are associated with
specific HCIA types, different boundary spanning and brokerage
activities, different boundary objects used and HCIA location in the
home or the host country. These elements add a finer-grained
perspective on existing research on the outcomes of government
support for SME internationalization, such as the provision of
market information (Torres ez al., 2016).

We next review the relevant literature and present an initial
conceptual framework. An analysis of rich qualitative data from
SMEs and HCIAs involved in post-entry internationalization in
India and China then follows. This leads to an expanded
conceptual framework, on which we base a discussion of the
contributions of this study and the theoretical and practical
implications relevant to B2B marketing and SME
internationalization. We conclude this paper by discussing the
limitations of our research and some possible future research
directions.
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2. Theoretical background

2.1 Institutions and internationalization

Various disciplinary perspectives attest to the role institutions
play in international business (Aguilera and Gregaard, 2019).
The sociological view defines institutions along regulative,
normative and cognitive dimensions (Scott, 2013). North
(1990) defines them as formal (i.e. laws) and informal (i.e.
cultural values and norms). The formal (regulative) institutions
include a country’s political, legal, economic and financial
systems enacted by institutional agents, such as government
departments, consulates and legal entities.

Normative institutions include accepted norms, values and
legitimacy in doing business. Normative institutions are manifested
through organizations like business councils, industry associations,
professional support organizations and other organizations that
impact a firm’s business activities (Ngo ez al, 2016). Cognitive
institutions correspond to a country’s social and cultural
environment and its social and cognitive processes (Scott, 2004).
They represent the social and cultural knowledge, conceptions,
beliefs and schemas shared by a country’s people and other actors,
creating frames of reference and meaning that govern the nature of
social reality (Scott, 2013). The roles of national and business
culture and norms have been investigated in the context of B2B
marketing (Yang and Su, 2014).

2.2 Home and host-country institutions

The impact of institutions on internationalization has been
researched in multinational enterprises (MNEs) (Cavusgil,
2021; Gaur et al., 2014) and, more recently, SMEs (Marano
et al., 2016; Sima er al., 2025). However, research on the
importance of institutions in both the home and the host
country in firm internationalization is limited (Wu and Deng,
2020). Internationalization studies incorporating HCIs largely
focus on their influence in the home country. These overlook
the fact that many HCIs, such as government agencies,
consulates, trade offices, Chambers of Commerce, as well as
home-country foreign subsidiaries, may also operate in host
countries (Ngo et al., 2016), providing a range of direct and
indirect trade and international business support (Kahiya and
Delaney, 2022). Hence, exploring the respective roles played
by HCIAs in both the home and host countries can provide
insights into the micro-level activities of HCIs and the support
they provide. Recent research has further demonstrated how
changes in formal and informal institutions can alter SMEs’
access to international markets (Makhmadshoev er al., 2026).
However, considerably less attention has been directed toward
the micro-level agents through whom institutional support is
enacted.

A key issue for internationalizing firms is how to overcome
institutional distance and its influence on market entry
and subsequent post-entry performance (Hernandez and
Nieto, 2015). is usually greater
between developed and emerging markets, with the latter’s
institutions being considered less open and “weaker” (Peng
et al., 2009). Hence, institutional distance represents barriers
to SME internationalization, especially between developed
and emerging markets, and mechanisms to reduce this distance
are paramount.

Institutional distance
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2.3 Institutions and small and medium-sized
enterprises

SMEs typically lack internationalization knowledge and
experience, resources and/or legitimacy (Magnani and Zucchella,
2019) and generally rely on external sources to help compensate
for these deficiencies (Torres et al., 2016). There is a sizable body
of research on government support that focuses on providing
assistance for SMEs to facilitate access to market information,
financial support and/or incentives and mentorship (Sima ez al.,
2025; Torres et al., 2016). With notable exceptions (Crick and
Lindsay, 2015; Pacheco and Matos, 2022), the impact of
government assistance in areas such as trade negotiations, trade
missions and diplomatic interactions is less prominent. A likely
reason for this is the predominant interest of research on the
initial stages of internationalization, rather than the later post-
entry stages when more macro-level government assistance may
be more beneficial (Tinits and Fey, 2022).

Other institutions may also offer support for SME
internationalization, in addition to that provided by government
assistance programs, (Costa et al., 2017). For example, industry-
level influences on SME internationalization are receiving more
research attention, especially those from industry associations
(Ngo er al., 2016), trade promotion organizations (Malca ez al.,
2020) and industrial business organizations (Costa ez al., 2017).
With the emergence of digital platforms accessible to SMEs
(Zhang et al., 2025), industry associations can play a more
important role in their internationalization (Costa ez al., 2022).

2.4 Boundary spanning and small and medium-sized
enterprise internationalization

Boundary spanning is the process of interfacing between the
organization and its external environment (Murphy et al.,
2020). Boundary spanners are socio-economic agents at the
intersection of two or more organizations performing an
“equilibrating” entrepreneurial role (Gurau et al., 2020). As
dually embedded agents within their organizations and in other
inter-organizational relationships, boundary spanners usually
possess unique orientations and motivations otherwise lacking
in the organizations or partners they are connecting (Hald,
2012). Learning is a key outcome of boundary spanning, but
how learning occurs across boundaries remains ambiguous
(Santistevan, 2022).

Boundary spanners “build common ground” between
disconnected entities (Levina and Vaast, 2005, p. 294). Such
actors have distinct competences and skills for navigating
complexity, facilitating linkages and negotiating different
demands and perspectives (Levina and Vaast, 2005). They
also require an in-depth understanding of the business and
socio-political environment and context (Keszey, 2018).
Boundary spanning occurs at different levels of an organization
or in different areas (Brass er al., 2004). It is enacted via
boundary objects that can be adapted to specific local needs,
but still maintain their original identity (Star and Griesemer,
1989). These boundary objects are artefacts that carry
knowledge and embody specific expertise (Vakkayil, 2014) and
include websites, workshops and market reports.

Somech and Drach-Zahavy (2014) classify boundary
spanning activities in terms of scouting (information and resource
access provision), coordination (facilitating actor coordination),
buffering (protection from external environment disruptions and
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distractions) and bringing up the borders (facilitating integration
among the important actors). These activities are not sequential;
rather the boundary spanner can engage in one or any of the
activities, depending on their role and access to relevant actors.
Internationalizing SMEs are typically reliant on boundary
spanners because of their own limited resources and capabilities.
They often lack specific experience, knowledge and/or connections,
particularly when the institutions in the target country are
considerably different to those in their home country. MNEs are
quite different in this regard, as they often possess the resources
and capabilities to engage in boundary spanning themselves
(Santistevan, 2022).

2.5 Brokerage and small and medium-sized enterprise
internationalization
Brokerage is the act and/or process of connecting two or more
actors through boundary spanning. However, the act of linking
two or more actors is a necessary but insufficient condition
for brokerage, as this does not automatically translate into
knowledge exchange, learning and other synergies (Kwon ez al.,
2020). Boundary spanning and brokerage are, therefore,
different, but complementary. Brokerage involves an agentic
matching process which further supports the resulting
relationships beyond the initial match. In this process, brokers
may use various boundary objects that support mutual
exchanges between involved actors, especially learning, which
is the primary brokerage outcome. Thus, while all brokers are
boundary spanners, boundary spanning requires brokerage if
benefits are to be gained to sustain the relationship over time
(Kwon et al., 2020). Effective brokerage is especially important
across environments with high institutional difference and/or
environment turbulence (Collins-Dogrul, 2012). Brokerage is
necessary for SMEs lacking market information, knowledge of
international business and social legitimacy (Srivastava, 2021).
Traditional views of brokerage focus on the broker’s mediation
role (Kwon ez al., 2020) where the broker pursues control over the
relationship that they have made possible by connecting previously
unconnected actors. This perspective is encapsulated in the
“tertius gaudens” (competitive, or mediating) brokerage strategy
(Burt, 1995). In contrast, in “tertius iungens” (collaborative)
brokerage, mutual cooperation and value creation are pursued
(Obstfeld, 2005). This win—win perspective generates present gains
and future benefits. It encourages learning for all parties (Collins-
Dogrul, 2012). As learning is not just a cognitive but also a social
process, the use of social, cultural and other forms of brokers’
capital becomes important (Gurau ez al., 2020). The mixing and
matching of relevant boundary objects and specific boundary
spanning activities enables learning, exploration and sensemaking,
which lead to opportunity recognition, all of which are critical to
successful internationalization (Niittymies and Pajunen, 2020).
Quintane and Carnabuci (2016) distinguish between two
different brokerage types depending on the broker’s network
involvement. “Unembedded brokerage” occurs when the
brokering (information exchange) takes place between unfamiliar
contacts. In this situation, the relationship is short term, and the
broker is more likely to adopt a “tertius gaudens” strategy. The
broker tends to act as an intermediary in the flow of information
between the two actors, rather than directly connecting the actors.
Relating this approach to the four different types of boundary-
spanning activity noted earlier, it is logical that unembedded
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brokerage most likely occurs with scouting activities, particularly
when the relationship between the broker and the actors involved
is not expected to be long-lasting.

The second type of brokerage identified by Quintane and
Carnabuci (2016) is “embedded brokerage.” This involves the
broker directly connecting two or more actors and playing a
facilitating and nurturing role in the relationship. Quintane and
Carnabuci (2016) argue that embedded brokerage is usually
driven by a “tertius iungens” strategy. We posit that embedded
brokerage is associated with coordination, buffering and bringing-
up-the-borders boundary spanning activity types, as these involve
direct actor—actor relationships and often involve the broker’s
long-term connections.

3. Conceptual framework

Our conceptual framework (Figure 1) is developed from the
novel synthesis of the reviewed literature across three main
domains: SME internationalization, institutional theory and
boundary-spanning and brokerage.

The framework depicts boundary spanning as the HCIA-led
establishment of links between SMEs and any other actor that
supports their internationalization endeavors. We posit that
boundary-spanning HCIAs work across different boundaries
and, in the process, use various kinds of boundary objects;
for government organizations, these might include market
information, customer insights, network access, reports and
seminars. On a cognitive level, they may also include various
symbols and even the use of storytelling, as a sensemaking/
sensegiving international business process (Haley and Boje,
2014) or a way of leveraging country equity in support of
internationalization (Pappu and Quester, 2010).

The proposed conceptual framework focuses on the brokerage
process through which SMEs form connections, aided by
boundary spanning (Kwon ez al., 2020). Various outcomes for
the SME are associated with the brokerage process undertaken
by the HCIAs, as indicated in the last part of the framework.

We propose a collaborative brokerage strategy as being
appropriate to the provision of institutional support for
internationalizing SMEs. HCIAs are, therefore, more likely
to use a “tertius iungens” (collaborative) brokerage strategy
(Obstfeld, 2005). Benefits of a collaborative brokerage strategy
is illustrated in an example of an HCIA (government agency)
connecting an SME with a new distributor in a new market.
Through such brokerage, the SME gains potential access to a
new market, while the intermediary (the distributor) may gain
another customer and the government agency fulfils its
mandate. The government agency’s role becomes embedded if
it maintains a relationship with one or both connected actors to
continuously provide benefits.

The conceptual framework pays special attention to the
location of the HCIA, highlighting a role for host country-
located HCIAs in supporting SME internationalization from
the home country. We conceptualize that host country-located
HCIAs undertake boundary spanning and brokerage activities
to link SMEs with relevant host country actors.

4. Methodology

We empirically validate and develop the conceptual framework
using a qualitative research design employing interviews with

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jbim/article-pdf/41/13/380/11916604/jbim-04-2025-0366en.pdf by guest on 18 October 2026



Navigating institutional terrains

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Valerie Lindsay, Michel Rod, Nicholas Ashill and Matt Raskovic

Figure 1 Conceptual framework
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Home Country Boundary-
Institutional spanning
Agents 7 Activities
(HCIAS) (in home (across
and/or host home/host
country) boundaries)

Outcomes for
SME in Host
Country

Boundary
Objects

Source(s): Authors’ own work

senior managers or owner-managers of a sample of New Zealand
SMEs internationalizing to China and/or India. In addition,
we include interviews with various HCIAs representing their
respective HCIs. Taking this approach, we gain insights into:

+ the involvement of specific types of HCIs and HCIAs in
supporting the internationalization of SMEs;

+ the brokerage and boundary spanning activities of HCIAs, as
well as the specific boundary objects they use in knowledge
transfer to SMEs;

+ the roles played by HCIAs located in both host and home
country; and

+ the different benefits and/or outcomes for internationalizing
SMEs.

New Zealand represents the home country for our study. The
host countries in our study are India and China. New Zealand is a
small country, distant geographically from the world’s major
markets, and following Kahiya (2020), these characteristics
would be expected to shape patterns of internationalization of
its SMEs. Both China and India are important contexts for
advancing international business and business marketing research
(Cavusgil, 2021).

As we are examining a phenomenon in depth, an exploratory
qualitative approach for the study was considered appropriate
(Creswell, 2013). We categorized the firms as SMEs, in
line with the OECD (2023) definition, which includes
enterprises employing between 10 and 250 people. As SME
internationalization into China and India was relatively
uncommon at the time of this study, the sample of firms
represented approximately 70% of the population, identified
predominantly by the New Zealand Government agency, New
Zealand Trade and Enterprise (NZTE). While not all SMEs
doing business in China and India necessary used support from
this organization, NZTE maintained the most comprehensive
database of these firms. Participant SMEs were also referred
from specific industry associations, such as the India NZ
Business Council and the China New Zealand Trade Association.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 100
purposefully selected participants in New Zealand, China and
India (Table 1). Of these, 54 were New Zealand SMEs located
in New Zealand, with 46 of these conducting business in India
and 45 conducting business in China. Many were conducting
business in both countries, hence accounting for the larger
number reported in the sample. These NZ SMEs represented
19 industry sectors, as shown in Table 1, and all were engaged
in B2B marketing with customers in one or both of these

384

markets. Entering China and India was widely considered
by government agencies and industry bodies to be more
appropriate for New Zealand SMEs that had already gained
reasonably substantial experience internationalizing, explaining
the relatively small number of such firms overall. All the
SMEs in the sample had already entered China and/or
India, having experienced varying periods of time in either, or
both, of these markets. The SMEs were in various stages of
internationalization (exporting, representative offices and joint
ventures) in either, or both, markets.

Additional information was obtained from HCIA
representatives of several HCIs. These were 18 New Zealand
Government officials, 12 representatives of business/industry
associations, 11 consultants and 5 New Zealand business
founders in China (Table 1). Table 1 shows the breakdown of
these categories across locations in New Zealand, India and
China. A constraining factor was the limited number of actors
from these organizations directly involved with, or having
experience of, New Zealand SME’s internationalizing into
India and China. For example, the HCIAs listed in Table 1
were generally represented by 5—6 individuals for each country.
The interviews were conducted in depth, generally lasting
60—90 min or longer. Our analysis suggests that saturation was
reached, as, in line with Yin (2004), no new information was
obtained from the later interviews for each group. The unit of
analysis was the organization, and we interviewed owners, top
managers, key officials and employees, depending on the
organization (SME or HCIA). As key informants, they were
expected to possess exclusive (strategic) information and
extensive knowledge of the phenomena examined (Aguinis and
Solarino, 2019).

The construction of a semi-structured interview questionnaire
was guided by key constructs identified from the literature and
represented in the conceptual framework. The questionnaire
focused on aspects relevant to SME internationalization into
India and China, including specific questions on the role played
by HCIAs. In addition, information was gathered on the types
of support received, the outcomes achieved, as well as firm
characteristics, including prior experience of the SMEs in the
host country/ies. In addition, as these were in various stages of
post-entry, the period of time doing business in India and/or
China was also captured. Two or more researchers conducted
in-depth face-to-face interviews with participants from the
organizations in the study. The interviews were audio and/or
video recorded and transcribed, with the participants given
the opportunity to authorize the transcripts once prepared.
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Table 1 Characteristics of the interview sample

Volume 41 - Number 13 - 2026 - 380—400

Sample characteristics India China Nz Total Description

SMEs doing business in. .. 46 45 All 54* Industries: education, IT, tourism, hospitality, film, security, aviation,
agriculture, robotics, medical equipment, engineering, bioscience, technology,
logistics, software, sport, food, apparel and architecture

NZ government officials 6 6 6 18 Heads of strategy, consulate generals / ambassadors, trade commissioners,
education commissioners, export credit office, tourism department officials and
immigration department officials

Consultants (India) 2 3 5 One bank, three independent companies (SMEs) dedicated to consulting on
India

Consultants (China) 4 2 6 Firms dedicated to consulting on “doing business in” China

Business associations (India) 1 5 6 NZ-India business council; one industry association, one India-based industry
association

Business associations (China) 1 5 6 China—NZ trade association; one China interest group; one China-based
industry association

NZ firms initiated in China 5 5 NZ firms established in China, with HQ based in NZ

All 100

Note(s): *54 NZ SMEs were interviewed in total. These firms were conducting business in China, or India or both. In all, 45 were conducting business in China,
and 46 were conducting business in India, as shown in the table. These numbers are greater than the total of 54, as 33 of them were conducting business in both

China and India and are, therefore, counted for both locations
Source(s): Authors’ own work

Open-ended and probing questions were used in the interviews,
providing the study with deep insights into the areas being
explored (Crouch and McKenzie, 2006).

The transcribed data were analyzed using NVivo 10 software.
Following Miles and Huberman (2004), each interview was treated
as a “case.” Hence, a logical progression of data coding and
interpretation ensued (Auld ez al., 2007; Yin, 2004). We conducted
within-case and cross-case analysis, allowing themes and patterns
to emerge from the interview data. The themes resulted directly
from the data, as well as from a pre-conceptualization of constructs
derived from the literature and conceptual framework, following
the established approach of Miles and Huberman (2004). Two
researchers independently coded a random sample of interviews of
SMEs conducting business in India and in China to ensure coding
consistency.

Our coding started with open coding of the data, followed by
axial coding and system closure. The sequencing of these three
coding approaches, recommended by Strauss and Corbin
(1998), revealed interconnections and patterns between the
themes. For example, informants’ narratives relating to a
specific HCIA, the particular context involved and the type
of interaction, were interpreted and coded according to the
type of boundary spanning activity/ies and boundary objects
they represented, as reflected in the conceptual framework.
Axial coding directly from the data allowed these initial
interpretations to be further contextualized and interlinked
by, for example, reflecting on differences emerging relative
to the location of the HCIA and the relative stage of
internationalization of the SME. System closure allowed for
the full set of interrelationships among the key elements to be
revealed. For example, this process allowed us to elucidate the
relationships between the SMEs’ use of particular HCIAs, their
stage of internationalization, their internationalization location,
the type and location of the HCIAs used, their boundary
spanning and brokerage roles, the boundary objects used and
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the role of other actors (see Web Appendix for an example of
part of the initial Axial coding structure).

5. Findings

Selected quotes from the interviews are shown in Tables 2 and 3
to illustrate the range of activities undertaken by the HCIAs
(scouting, coordination, buffering and bringing up the borders), with
further discussion provided in the following sections.

5.1 Small and medium-sized enterprise
internationalization and HCIAs

The data show the HCIAs playing different roles in SME
internationalization. Tables 2 and 3 provide illustrative quotes
relating to the HCIAs involved, their boundary spanning
activities, boundary objects used and type of boundary
spanning activity represented. The illustrative quotes in the
tables are numbered and aligned with the narrative on the
findings below. The narrative is structured to reflect each
HCIA listed in the tables (Table 2 for home country HCIAs
and Table 3 for host country HCIAs.)

5.1.1 Government agencies

The primary agents providing government support were the
New Zealand Trade and Enterprise (NZTE) offices in the
home country (New Zealand) (Table 2), as well as the NZ
Embassy, Consulate General, High Commissioner (or
Ambassador) in the host markets (Table 3).

The SMEs used varying levels of support from these
government agents, depending mainly on the experience of the
SME in the host market, along with the nature of the support
and/or service provided. SMEs new(er) to China and/or India
drew mainly on NZTE assistance based in New Zealand
(Table 2). NZTE boundary spanning activities included provision
of market information, market analysis and prospective customer
information (i.e. scouting #1, 2 and 3), along with facilitation of
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Table 2 Boundary spanning by home-country institutional agents (HCIAs) in the home country

Home country
institution (HCl) and
HCIA representing the HCIs

In-home country boundary-
spanning activities of the HCIAs

Boundary objects
(examples of methods
used)

Type of boundary-spanning
activity (after Somech and
Drach-Zahavy, 2014)

Illustrative quotes [organization code #;
industry; country concerned)]

Government agencies (regulative)
NZTE (home)

Knowledge on “doing business in. . ."

Connections with customers

Industry associations/  Market information / advice

business councils
(normative)

Knowledge on “doing business in. . ."

Host country networks

Peer-to-peer (industry-to-industry

relationships)

Independent Host country networks
consultants

(normative)

Market information / advice

The SME (own
employees)
(normative)

Market information / advice

Market information useful contacts

Website, reports, offices, etc.

Seminars on “doing business
in India/China”, often
industry-focused

Trade shows

Website, reports, offices,
meetings, etc.

Seminars on “doing business
in India/China”

Contacts in host market,
databases, personal
introductions

Industry ass'n (NZ) to
industry ass'n (India) link via
industry broker

Contacts in host market,
databases, personal
introductions

Website, offices, meetings,
etc.

Country national working in
SME in NZ

Scouting

Scouting

Scouting Coordination

Scouting

Scouting; coordination — industry-
level seminars

Scouting; coordination

Coordination; bringing up the
borders — cross-border industry
networks

Scouting; coordination

Scouting; bringing up the borders

Scouting; coordination

1. (Scouting) "Yes it was the India education
network established through NZTE which brought
us into the market” (#46 Education) (India)

2. (Scouting) "1 have been in talks with NZTE with
the technology sector and also with the medical
technology sector with a view to providing advice
on our sector; they told us - look I will work with
you attempting to get into India” (#2 Agritech)
(India)

3. (Coordination) "We've participated with
Tradenz, went with NZTE last year | think it was,
they had a combined aviation stall at an exhibition
in New Delhi.” (#IA-1 Aviation) (India)

4. (Scouting) "And then we've got a very close
working relationship with the Chamber of
Commerce here . . ..and so through these layers of
connections and relationships and the
understanding the Chamber of Commerce have
got around our [business], we got together One
day and thought well actually this is probably
something that we could look at doing with the
Shanghai Chamber of Commerce” (#28)
(Education) (China)

5. (Scouting and Coordination) "So we've done
some training around that for the private providers
and often we'll go out and say you know what's
going on, what do you need, you know what's an
issue and we'll put together a workshop around
that.” (#IA-2) (Education) (India)

6. (Coordination) "Right well [our organization]
champions the international development of

New Zealand's [industry sector] exports. We
encourage scale through collaboration and we act
as a One stop shop for international companies [in
the industry] wanting to do business with New
Zealand.” (#IA-1) (Aviation) (India)

7. (Coordination) "It's a large organization it's our
counterpart organization, the Indian version of
(India-NZ Business Association) is well the
Secretariat is run through XXX Association and
we're hoping to take a delegation [to India]”
(#1A-7) (India)

8. (Scouting and Coordination) "We've got access
to resources, we've got access to the government
and so on and so forth that a company in a [town
in NZ] may not have” (#C-1) (China)

9. (Scouting and Bringing up the borders) “We're
trying [build]. . . opportunities around sort of
agricultural science and things. Some of the
work's being done at [NZ agricultural education
institution] is fantastic stuff. And, partnered with
say a big corporate client you know whereby
they're sending out some of their, their you know
up and rising stars, send them out here to New
Zealand to get some really solid training in
agriculture type thing. You know there's
potentially benefits for our whole, business
education opportunities and things like that.”
(#C-4) (India)

10. (Scouting and coordination) "So now we've
got a Chinese speaking Vista employee who's
been with us for Five or Six years here in Auckland
and she’s going to (oh we have any number of
Chinese speaking staff here in Auckland, yeah). . ..
but this woman has been with us for quite some
time and so she’s going up, she was born in [town
in China] and she is going up to run our office in
Shanghai” (#49) (Technology) (China)

(continued)
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Table 2
Home country In-home country boundary- Boundary objects Type of boundary-spanning
institution (HCI) and spanning activities of the HCIAs (examples of methods activity (after Somech and Illustrative quotes [organization code #;
HCIA representing the HCIs used) Drach-Zahavy, 2014) industry; country concerned]
Cultural/language resources Country national workingin  Buffering 11. (Buffering) "We have | mean there were times
SME in NZ when we deliberately aimed to employ Chinese
speaking people. Now whether that happened to
have been a Kiwi who just spoke fluent Chinese
that would have been okay but you know we aim
to hire people fluent in the language and the
culture.” (#13) (Technology) (China)
Socio-cultural factors  Reduction of social and cultural Visits of B2B customers to NZ  Buffering; bringing up the borders  12. (Buffering) "We place a great deal of
(cognitive) distance importance on really understanding as much as

we can about the culture. . . So we've undertaken
over the years that we've been there, a lot of
training. We've had Chinese production
companies spend time with us in New Zealand.
So, we're looking at balancing the relationship.”
(#27) (Film) (China)

13. (Bringing up the borders) "That's right but you
know that's the case and the [Chinese regulator
authority] too have become very good friends and
we are very well known. The minister of [the
regulatory authority] has actually visited this
building. . .." (#27) (Film) (China)

Note(s): # = NZ firm; #G = Government organization; #|A = industry association; and #C = consultant

Source(s): Authors’ own work

contacts with distributors or other intermediaries (i.e. coordination
#3). Websites, reports, seminars and trade shows exemplify the
boundary objects associated with these kinds of activities. SMEs
began to acquire host country resources, contacts and sales as a
result of such assistance.

As many of the more experienced SMEs had already
established relationships and networks in China and/or India
and had acquired additional resources, they viewed home-
based government agents as being less relevant. Instead, they
drew upon boundary spanning activities of government agents
like the New Zealand Embassy and/or Consulate based in
China and/or India (Table 3). The boundary spanning
activities included detailed market and customer information,
networking in the host country and trade representation at
local events (scouting #14, 15 and 18); introductions to local
networks and trade groups, facilitating diplomatic relations,
industry promotion and facilitating travel for host country
actors to New Zealand (coordination #16, 21, 23 and 25) and
facilitation of interactions with host country ministerial officials
and regulatory authorities, invitations to high level trade events,
high level state, provincial or national meetings, hosting
industry leaders and meetings with regulatory authorities
(buffering and bringing up the borders #17, 19, 20, 22, 24 and 26)).
Boundary objects linked to these activities included customized
reports, Web links, workshops and networking events, as well
as in-person facilitated introductions and meetings

5.1.2 Business councils, professional bodies and industry
associations

HCIAs representative of specific industries were present only in
New Zealand — hence, their interaction with the SMEs was only
in the home country context (Table 2). The industry sectors
represented by these HCIAs included aviation, tourism,
education and information technology, while the New Zealand
China Business Association and the India New Zealand
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Business Council represented the respective country interests.
Industry-level HCIAs engaged in multiple boundary spanning
activities, such as facilitating market information and advice,
education and/or training (i.e. scouting #4 and 5), as well as
access to networks in China and/or India and industry-level
seminars and facilitating peer-peer relationships (coordination
#5, 6 and 7). The boundary objects used included predominantly
market reports, workshops, seminars and experience-sharing
events.

5.1.3 Independent consultants

This HCIA group comprised both home- and host-country small
consulting organizations and individuals focused on specific sets of
client needs and performing different generic boundary spanning
activities. Many New Zealand-based consultants were either
Chinese or Indian nationals residing in New Zealand (Table 2).
Home-country consultants provided market information and
contacts in the host market (scouring #8 and 9) and supported
establishing connections with networks in China and/or India
(coordination #8). In one case, the consultant brokered the
relationship between a member of one of their long-standing
networks in India and a New Zealand SME, leading to a formal
business partnership between the two actors (bringing up the borders
#9). Consultants used such boundary objects as websites,
databases, customized and generic reports, along with personal
introductions.

Consultants in the host countries tended to be host-country
nationals with previous experience of studying, working and/or
living in New Zealand prior to returning (in the case of India) or
New Zealanders who had studied, lived and/or worked in the
host country for a long time (in the case of China) (Table 3).
Consultants with these backgrounds were ideally positioned as
boundary spanners, given their connections in both countries
and their knowledge of the relevant institutional environments.
Host-country consultants focused their boundary spanning
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Table 3 Boundary spanning by home-country institutional agents (HCIAs) in the host country

In-host country boundary-
spanning activities of the
HCIAs representing the HCls

Home country institution (HCI)
and HCIA

Boundary objects (examples
of methods used)

Type of boundary-spanning
activity (after Somech and
Drach-Zahavy, 2014)

lllustrative quotes [organization code #;
industry; country concerned

Government agencies (regulative)
NZTE (in host country) Detailed market and customer

information

Networking in host country.
Host country customer/partner
contacts

Trade representation at local
level (state/province)

Relationships with regulatory
authorities

NZ consulate (in host country) Diplomatic relations

Industry promotion and
coordination

Meetings, generic or
customized reports, website,
offices, etc.

Industry function/events.
Facilitated meetings;
customized data; reports

Attendance at trade/industry
events hosted by host country

Regular face-to-face meetings;
invitations to trade events

Diplomatic functions; meetings
at highest state/provincial
national levels

Hosting industry leaders

Scouting

Scouting; coordination;
buffering

Scouting; coordination

Buffering; bringing up the
borders

Buffering; coordination;
bringing up the borders

Coordination

14. (Scouting) “They were fantastic resource in
the market where you know you rock up to a
market and that was your first port of call and
they were able to tell you exactly what was
going on in the market, what agents were
working for, which weren’t very good. You
know that whole, just on the ground
knowledge I suppose.” (#IA-2) (Education)
(China)

15. (Scouting) “There are some [NZ] companies
that have come to us and said can you
introduce us to [NZ] people who have been
here - and being New Zealanders most people
are very willing to share their experiences.”
(#G-7) (China)

16. (Coordination) "We have the university
Vice Chancellor comes through. There was an
alumni function here.” (#G-4) (Education)
(China)

17. (Buffering) "Well, part of New Zealand
Central being here, for instance, is to help New
Zealand and New Zealand Businesses present a
professional face to the market” (#G-7) (China)
18. (Scouting) " believe the New Zealand
government is fully aware about this situation.
So that is why in the past few years every year
they organise the Chinese, the New Zealand
universities to join us as a national pavilion to
promote that New Zealand as a quality assured
destination for Chinese students.” (#G-8)
(Education) (China)

19. (Buffering) "We're actually, we're engaging
with NZTE right now to help us with some of
the payment issues in India which we struggle
with.” (#2) (Agritech) (India)

20. (Bringing up the borders) “Probably its a
slightly different situation in any other, just
because the role of bureaucracy and
officialdom here - there's quite a different sort
of transaction role whereas here you sort of run
up against the local Chinese red tape. So often
we would become involved in a way that, you
know, many of our colleagues |. . .working in
other countries. . .] wouldn't.” (#G-3) (China)
21. (Coordination) " And they've been
extremely helpful to us, extremely helpful. Even
to the point of when we officially had our grand
opening in Beijing both NZTE and even the
ambassador, opened his residence for us to
have a grand opening sort of dinner and so on
at his residence at the embassy grounds. So we
had 100 and some odd guests and dignitaries
and so on. So very, very helpful, yes extremely
helpful.” (#13) (Technology) (China)

22. (Bringing up the borders) "1 work very
closely with New Zealand trade people here
and the consulate . . . One of the smartest
things that | thought was when they sat down
to negotiate the FTA, the first thing they put on
the table was (a) we're into your expo, we're in
- we were the first country to do that. That's
another big tick for New Zealand.” (#C-2)
(China)

23. (Coordination) “My own involvement I've
found them to be very supportive and useful
and each time we've gone up to Wuhan in
China we've invited [the Ambassador] to come
along to the events that were hosted in the
city.” (G-9) (Education) (China)

(continued)
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Home country institution (HCI)
and HCIA

In-host country boundary-
spanning activities of the
HCIAs representing the HCls

Boundary objects (examples
of methods used)

Type of boundary-spanning
activity (after Somech and
Drach-Zahavy, 2014)

Illustrative quotes [organization code #;
industry; country concerned

NZ immigration

Independent consultants
(normative)

Relationships with regulatory
authorities

Applying Chinese regulatory
travel requirements to
intending Chinese visitors to
NZ; working with NZ tourism
organizations

Host country networks

Market information / advice

Access to resources and
capabilities

"Brokering” with government
agencies and regulatory
authorities

Cultural/language resources

Meetings with regulatory
authorities; advocacy for NZ
SMEs

Processing of travel
documentation for Chinese
visitors to NZ; Meetings with
NZ tourism organisations

Contacts in host market,
databases, personal
introductions

Website, offices, meetings, etc.

Connections with providers of
resources and capabilities;
mentoring

Liaising with govt agencies and
regulatory authorities, building
on existing links

Local knowledge and networks
accumulated over many years
of living / doing business in host
country

Buffering; bringing up the
borders

Coordination bringing up the
borders

Scouting; coordination

Scouting

Scouting; coordination

Buffering

Buffering; bringing up the
borders

24. (Bringing up the borders) “The NZ Prime
Minister walked into his first ever meeting with
the premiere of China with the CEO of Fonterra
and CEO of Glidepath on either side of him.
And it went down like an absolute treat.”
(#C-2) (China)

25. (Coordination) “We don’t sort of work in
isolation - we actually work closely with
Tourism New Zealand and Air New Zealand. In
fact XXX [CEO, Tourism NZ] was here a couple
of weeks back. Just we were giving him some
insight in terms of their programme, in terms of
their China strategy. We share our
information” (#G-6) (China)

26. (Bringing up the borders) "In terms of our
operation . . . it's more about facilitation,
facilitation of . . . people from this country
[China] wanting to visit New Zealand. So [it is
called] ADS which is “approved destination
service'.” (#G-6) (China)

27. (Coordination) “You know we have
amongst our clients we have a client that
has a very specific piece of equipment and at
the moment it's covered by a distribution
through a company in China and we've
managed to get them to take One province
which we are helping them to develop.”
(#C-1) China)

28. (Scouting) “We help everybody from you
know manufacturing companies that might be
doing acquisitions up here but yeah
interestingly more and more New Zealand
service companies are trying to get into this
market and that ranges from architectural type
firms, design firms, education and a lot of
interest around sort of the sales training,
leadership training, hr organisational
development etc. . .. we're interpreting China
for people that don't know China.” (#C-2)
(China)

29. (Coordination) “What I've found initially,
what started [my company] is people coming to
me or being referred to me and oh would you
go and have lunch with so and so, they've got a
bit of a problem.” (#C-2) China)

30. (Buffering) "We're like the NZTE guys sort
of working with clients here in New Zealand
representing them and actually going up face
to face trying to make the sales and develop
the business opportunities with the, with the
Indian clients there. We represent New
Zealand organisations. We are engaged by
them on a contractual basis. We then go up
and through the contacts and relationships
we've developed over the last few years, be
over the last Two years but prior to that as
well, we then looked at sort of trying to
generate the business and get these guys off
the ground.” (#C-4) (India)

31. (Buffering and bringing up the borders)
"One needs to in the town - we have a
business need to stay close to the city
government, flatter them, banquet them, you
know see them, get to know them. Make
friendships. | mean One of the reasons we're
probably going to open this office in XXX is
that over 20 years we've invested $USXXmillion
in the area.” (C-1) (China)

(continued)
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Home country institution (HCI)
and HCIA

In-host country boundary-
spanning activities of the
HCIAs representing the HCls

Boundary objects (examples
of methods used)

Type of boundary-spanning
activity (after Somech and
Drach-Zahavy, 2014)

Illustrative quotes [organization code #;
industry; country concerned

NZ SMEs in host countries
(normative)

Mentoring (bridging knowledge
and practice)

Host country networks

Market information

Access to resources and
capabilities

‘Brokering” with govt. agencies
and regulatory authorities;
advocacy

Breaking cultural barriers

One-on-one meetings;
specialized advice; knowledge-
sharing

Contacts in host market,
databases, personal
introductions

Detailed, customized
information provision, via
personal meetings,
introductions to information
sources and relevant individuals

Connections with providers of
resources and capabilities;
mentoring on specific capability
requirements

Liaising with govt agencies and
regulatory authorities, building
on existing personal links

Mentoring and advising,
working across the cultures

Scouting; coordination

Scouting; coordination

Scouting

Scouting; coordination

Buffering; bringing up the
borders

Buffering

32. (Scouting) “But I'm also very much a kiwi
so if a New Zealander comes up to me and asks
me the same questions and looks for some
assistance then I'm unlikely to say no to them
either for the same reason. You know so look |
think it's important for us to get as many New
Zealand companies into this market as
possible. .." (SC-7) (Agriculture) China)

33. (Coordination) "1 have been asked me to
give presentations many a time [about doing
business in China] and | just think that person,
that would be key.” (#13) (Technology) (China)
34, (Coordination) "| think if those are the kind
of relationships we are trying to form,
companies like ours and I'm sure there are
many others who can form that first set of you
know the first set of welcoming party for New
Zealand companies where we can talk to them,
make passage easier, talk to them about the
environment and it can be done in a more
structured manner.” (#49) (India)

35. (Scouting) “Well that group [from NZ] that
came, that group that came up that you know
that was great, there were some Country
Calendar [NZ TV agricultural show] guys, they
really enjoyed it they said, they can always tell
before they start editing whether it's going to
be a good programme or not a good
programme. And they just said no this is
wonderful absolutely wonderful.” (SC-3)
(Agriculture) China)

36. (Scouting and coordination) " And the other
suggestion that | want to make is when New
Zealand come here they are suggested to
involve the local people instead of the Chinese
kiwi because now we have a very rich human
resources here in China. They can enrol expert
or skilled people in every field | think because
we have local people here and we have many
people coming backing from Europe or
America, they have received very good
education. They have very long term working
experience.” (SC-5) (Agriculture) (China)

37. (Scouting) "In fact now | mean it's no secret
not an unknown person but David Mahon and
his company was advising us in those early
days long before he became part of the
Beachheads programme. But we engaged with
David's company on a number of research
projects that he conducted for us relative to the
size of the market, uptake, saturation,
awareness of brand and such things like that.”
(#13) (Technology) China)

38. (Buffering) and bringing up the borders)
“Well yes and my relationships too. | mean to
say the vice deputy director general of
agriculture here from Guangxi is a personal
friend of mine now." (SC-3) (Agriculture)
(China)

39. (Buffering) "[The partnership between NZ
and Indian company] has evolved you know in
terms of it's helped us understand New
Zealand. It's helped [the NZ company]
understand India. It's helped, you know they
had ten of our staff [Indian partner] at their
premises for almost a year working for them.
So it really helped them get a feel for how you
know people from a different company and
culture work.” (#12) (Technology) (India)

(continued)
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Home country institution (HCI)

and HCIA

In-host country boundary-
spanning activities of the
HCIAs representing the HCls

Boundary objects (examples
of methods used)

Type of boundary-spanning
activity (after Somech and
Drach-Zahavy, 2014)

lllustrative quotes [organization code #;
industry; country concerned

The SME (own employees)
(normative)

Socio-cultural factors
(cognitive)

Market knowledge and
connections

Brokering with government
agencies and regulatory
authorities

Cultural/language resources

Reduction of cultural distance

Perceptions of NZ as a

“neutral” and "morally strong”

country (India and China)

"Local” employee in Indian or
Chinese operation/
representative office of the SME

"Local” employee in Indian or
Chinese operation/
representative office of the
SME; interactions with relevant
authorities

1

“Local” employee in Indian or
Chinese operation/
representative office of the
SME; use of native language
when required for
communicating with local
stakeholders

Cricket as an “institution” in
India; reverence of Sir Edmond
Hilary in India; the “first fours”
in China; reverence of Rewi
alley in China

Maintenance of such
perceptions through historical
relationships and diplomatic

Scouting; coordination

Buffering; bringing up the
borders

Buffering

Buffering; bringing up the

borders

Buffering; bringing up the
borders

40. (Scouting and coordination) "we decided
we needed to get someone be on the ground
and get it running so that we can really attract
more customers in China.” (#49) (Technology)
(China)

41. (Buffering and bringing up the borders) "So
they had engaged us and get us to take our
software into the China market and then we
had to go through some certification with MII.
Ministry of Information and Industry. .. And
there was another organisation here in China
called SAFRT State Administration of Film,
Radio and Television. So they were very sort of
industry specialised administration
organisations.” (Vista, China Office(#49)
(Technology) (China)

42. (Buffering) "It helps [being Chinese]
because people know your focus in China is
serious and they don’t think you are people
coming from overseas and just do One or Two
and then bug off.” (#49) (Technology) (China)

43. (Buffering) “Well most of them do like
cricket but those that don't of course I think it's
just about trying to respect their culture the
best you can, understand what they’ re trying
to do and get onto their wavelength.” (#11)
(Aviation) (India)

44, (Bringing up the borders) "Robert bought a
signed t-shirt of, One of the Black Cap's t-
shirts, which Shane Bond presented to him
[CEO of major Indian corporation]. Oh that's
when they signed the deal. They got it framed
and put it up in their boardroom because it was
aBlack Cap's t-shirt. Oh yeah.” (#C-4)
(Agriculture) (India)

45. (Buffering and bringing up the borders)
"New Zealand has got a very high regard in the
Indian market.” (Indian Education Agent).

relations

46. (Buffering and bringing up the borders)
“Not all foreigners are equal and New Zealand
is very, very highly respected in China. .." (#48)
(Engineering) (China)

47. (Buffering and bringing up the borders)
"Politically the Chinese have an enormous
respect for our non-alignment. We're seen as

being good friendly people.” (#C-1) (China)

Note(s): # = NZ firm; #G = Government organization; #|A = Industry association; #C = Consultant; and #SC = NZ firm initiated in China

Source(s): Authors’ own work

efforts in the host market on adding value to New Zealand
SME:s. Their activities included providing market information
(scouting #28), facilitating access to networks and to market
capabilities and resources (coordination #27 and 29), along
with introductions to relevant regulatory authorities, host
government agencies and local networks(buffering #30 and 31).
Host country-based consultants were also able to provide
cultural and language expertise from their extensive experience
of the host country (bringing up the borders # 31). Like
consultants in the home country, host-county consultants
used specific boundary spanning objects, such as personal
introductions, various kinds of general or customized
reports, access to data and databases and access to valuable
websites.
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5.1.4 New Zealand small and medium-sized enterprises in host
countries

China and India differed regarding the presence of established
New Zealand firms already in the country. Several New
Zealand firms had established operations or offices in
China, many for quite some time; some were subsidiaries of
firms operating in New Zealand. India did not present the
same profile, having much fewer New Zealand firms already
operating there. Hence, we focused on the boundary spanning
and brokerage activities of the firms established in China
and acting as HCIAs supporting New Zealand SMEs
internationalizing there. These substantially connected firms
were highly trusted and reputable in China, the result of having
well-established operations in the country, in some cases, for
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more than 20 years. As shown in Table 3, the boundary spanning
activities benefitting the SMEs included mentoring and providing
access to information and resources (e.g. detailed industry or
competitor knowledge) (scouting #32, 35 and 36), contacts and
personal introductions, and introductions to local networks in
China (coordination #34 and 36), as well as key links with local and
central government officials (buffering and bringing up the borders
#38 and 39).

The New Zealand managers of such China-based firms had
profound familiarity with the socio-cultural norms and values
of their host country that they readily used to support the New
Zealand SMEs. Their ability to advise on important normative
and cognitive institutional insights was based on their rare
capacity to understand the institutions of both countries.
The exemplary reputation (local and national) of a number
of these firms and their New Zealand managers enabled them
to transfer political and social legitimacy to the SMEs. The
objects used in such boundary spanning activities included
in-person meetings and introductions, workshops, facilitated
site visits and formal and informal discussions.

5.1.5 Small and medium-sized enterprise employees

Because of their ability to cross different institutional environments/
boundaries and their connections with important host country
actors, Chinese or Indian nationals (host country nationals) were
often employed by New Zealand SMEs. Such employees were
in the position to address SMEs’ specific needs through their
boundary spanning and brokerage activities. Spanning cultural
boundaries was particularly important in China, because China
was perceived to be more culturally challenging for doing business,
compared to India.

These employees were located either in New Zealand or,
more frequently, in the SME’s representative office in China or
India. The New Zealand-based SME employees still performed
their boundary spanning roles by providing market information
(scouting #10), cultural expertise and language support
(buffering #11) and, in some cases, useful contacts (coordination
#10) — Table 2. Based in the host country (Table 3), the SME
employees were able to share market knowledge (scouting #40)
and local connections (coordination #40), provide cultural and
language insights (buffering #42) and facilitate introductions
to key host country individuals and regulatory authorities
(buffering and bringing up the borders #41). The objects used in
such boundary spanning activities included written reports and
informal communications, as well as in-person meetings.

5.2 Home-country institutional agents and socio-cultural
factors

SMEs internationalizing to India and China faced substantial
barriers in terms of unfamiliarity with host-country social norms
and perceived cultural distance. Simultaneously, host country
actors in China and India (e.g. the customers) frequently did
not share the same perceptions of socio-cultural differences as
the SME managers. This made it difficult to achieve common
understandings of differences, which are necessary for
accommodation or mitigation. Our findings suggest that mutual
socio-cultural understanding was improved by the boundary
spanning activities of HCIAs (located in both home and host
countries).
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As illustrated in Table 3, examples of boundary spanning
across perceived socio-cultural institutional distances by
HCIAs in India included famous New Zealand -cricket
ambassadors supported by the New Zealand Government.
Cricket is an important national sport in India, which has long
enjoyed a positive cricketing relationship with New Zealand.
In the case of China, many Chinese people still revere the
New Zealander, Rewi Alley, because of his extensive efforts
supporting Chinese social reform, bridging socio-cultural
differences and facilitating mutual understanding of the
Chinese and New Zealand cultures. Over several decades,
China—New Zealand relations have been enriched by shared
events designed to facilitate relationship-building among
stakeholders across different social and political levels and to
enhance legitimacy-building opportunities. In the case of both
India and China, these agents acting as “ambassadors” for New
Zealand were able to reduce perceptions of socio-cultural
distances and reinforce existing positive perceptions of New
Zealand in the respective host market. The main types of
boundary spanning activity undertaken were buffering (#43, 45,
46 and 47) and bringing up the borders (#44, 35, 46 and 47).

Home-country-based HCIAs also used boundary spanning
activities addressing socio-cultural factors, as illustrated in
Table 2. In the case of China, our findings show that boundary
spanning across the two socio-cultural institutional environments
happened through such activities as inviting Chinese business
partners and officials to visit New Zealand (buffering and bringing
up the borders #12 and 13). Associated boundary objects used
during the Chinese delegation included in-person meetings
during site visits to New Zealand, informal social gatherings and
various events organized by industry associations and business
interest groups. Similar boundary-spanning activities occurred
with respect to India. Such activities reduced the perceptions
of socio-cultural institutional distance by the SMEs and their
Chinese/Indian counterparts.

5.3 Brokerage and small and medium-sized enterprise
internationalization
The HCIAs in our study engaged in the four boundary spanning
activities noted earlier, and these reflected both unembedded
and embedded brokerage types. Unembedded brokerage was
seen in the case of scouting, with embedded brokerage being
associated with coordination, buffering and bringing up the borders.
In terms of brokerage strategy, most of the HCIAs chose to
nurture a collaborative stance in connecting relevant actors.
Hence, while focused on facilitating New Zealand SME
internationalization, the HCIAs also paid attention to ensuring
benefits to host-country actors in the relationships that they
brokered. The HCIAs also gained from this approach by
demonstrating their value and securing future involvements.
The HCIAs represented by independent consultants and SME
employees adopted a more mediation/competitive brokerage
strategy compared to other HCIAs. With a riskier vested interest,
they were more dependent on the SMEs continuing to employ
their services (as consultant or employee) and require their
contributions as boundary spanners and brokers. While having a
common overall objective to support the internationalization
of the SMEs into either China or India, such HCIAs also
sought to make their boundary spanning and brokerage talents
indispensable.
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Differences in boundary spanning activities were observed
between home and host country-based HCIAs. As shown
in Tables 2 and 3, scouring and coordination were the
predominant types of boundary spanning activities undertaken
by HCIAs based in New Zealand, while HCIAs based in
China and India tended more toward coordination, buffering
and bringing up the borders. This was not surprising, as the latter
had more direct and active networks with actors in the host
country.

5.4 Small and medium-sized enterprise outcomes

The findings from our study suggest numerous positive post-
entry internationalization outcomes enjoyed by the SMEs
through the boundary spanning and brokerage activities of
the HCIAs. We do not imply causation in these relationships,
but rather suggest that HCIA brokerage is a contributing
factor in the positive post-entry internationalization outcomes
observed from our data. Table 4 depicts the key outcomes
categorized by the different HCIAs facilitating them. Specific
outcomes included access to networks in China and India,
acquisition of new customers and buyer contacts, channels
to government officials at various levels, access to specific
market information, help in building legitimacy, securing
of key resources and capabilities and greater cross-cultural
understanding.

Table 4 also illustrates the different outcomes associated
with home versus host country-based HCIAs — those based
in New Zealand (home country-based) or China or India
(host country-based). Compared to HCIAs in New Zealand,
boundary spanning and brokerage by those based in China or
India produced more beneficial SMEs outcomes. The SMEs

Volume 41 - Number 13 - 2026 - 380—400

with more experience in the host country accrued more focused
and targeted outcomes, commensurate with their ongoing
business development needs. For example, host country-based
government HCIAs in India and China facilitated interactions
between key government personnel and industry leaders and
the NZ SMEs, leading to outcomes like new key client
contracts or gaining of a local business license. The support
provided by New Zealand owners of firms established in China
tended to be more specific to the relevant location, industry
and, occasionally, customer. Their boundary-spanning and
brokerage activities led to strategically targeted development
outcomes for the SMEs concerned.

Those SMEs at an early stage of market entry gravitated
toward wider information-seeking and access to more
generic actors in the host market, as they were relatively
less developed and experienced there. Using mostly home-
based HCIA support, the outcomes for these SMEs
included knowledge about prospective clients/client groups
and preferred geographic locations within the host country
for market development.

6. Expanded conceptual framework and
discussion

Figure 2 shows an expansion of the original conceptual framework
(Figure 1). The expanded framework provides a synthesis of the
rich qualitative data discussed in the previous section and enhances
the original conceptual framework.

We examined the roles of HCIs involved in facilitating SME
internationalization and the activities of their representative
HCIAs through institutional, boundary spanning and brokerage

Table 4 Outcomes of boundary spanning activities of home-country institutional agents

Outcomes for SMEs

Home-country Access to Access to Access to Access to Legitimacy granting
institutional agents host govt  host country market resources and (market, political New contacts  Cross-cultural
(HCIAs) officials networks information  capabilities and social) (e.g. customers)  knowledge
Government assistance agents
In-home X X X
In-host X X X X X X
Industry associations/business councils/professional bodies
In-home X X X X X
Consultants
In-home X X X
In-host X X X X X
NZ SMEs initiated in China
In-host X X X X X X X
SME employees
In home X X X
In host X X X X X X X
Agents representing socio-cultural factors
In-home X
In-host X X X
Source(s): Authors’ own work
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and SME internationalization theoretical lenses. Our findings
accord with literature on home country-based HCIs involved in
cross-border boundary spanning (Yagi and Kleinberg, 2011).
They also corroborate research suggesting that HCIs play a vital
role in firm internationalization (Sun ez al, 2015), while
contributing considerably more detailed and fine-grained
perspectives and key insights from a micro-level institutional
perspective. Our expanded conceptual framework (Figure 2)
depicts the types of HCIs supporting SME internationalization
and the specific HCIAs involved in boundary spanning and
brokerage activities, as well as their location (home or host
countries). The framework also shows the proposed association
between the HCIA activities and outcomes for the SME. We
show that the SME outcomes are associated with particular
boundary spanning and brokerage activities of HCIAs and their
use of particular boundary objects. These are all influenced by
the location of the HCIA in either the home or host country,
also shown in the figure.

The following discussion addresses the main findings of this
study, highlighting three contributions to the studies on SME
internationalization, institutions and boundary-spanning and
brokerage. Notably, our study highlights the intersection of
these theoretical perspectives in the enactment of support for
SMEs in B2B relationships across international markets.

First, we investigated an array of HClIs, reflecting regulative,
normative and cognitive institutional pillars involved in
supporting SME internationalization. We identified the agents
(HCIAs) representing these HCIs through their support
activities. By focusing on the key institutional actors (HCIAs),
as agents of institutions, we provide a micro-level perspective
of institutional support. This offers a valuable contribution to

Figure 2 Expanded conceptual framework

Home Country Institutional Agents
(HCIAs) (in home and/or host country)

Government Assistance
Agencies

Industry Associations/
Business

Brokerage
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institutional theory, which is operationalized mainly through the
depiction of institutions as macro-level, static entities (North,
1990, 1994). Specifically, our study highlights the key role of
nstitutional agents in enacting the interactions between institutions
and SMEs in the process of their internationalization. The SME
internationalization literature has tended to focus mainly on
institutions at a macro level (Sadeghi ez al., 2019), not on their
agents. By neglecting to consider the key role of human agents,
our understanding of how institutional outcomes arise is limited,
as originally posited by North (1990, 1994). Our focus on HCIAs
facilitates a better understanding of the process by which
institutions support internationalizing SMEs.

Second, we contribute to the management literature by applying
boundary spanning and brokerage theoretical lenses to explore
institutional support for SME internationalization. To date, these
theoretical lenses have been applied mainly in the employee,
management and inter-firm relationship literatures. With a few
exceptions (Srivastava, 2021; Wilemon, 2014), boundary spanning
and brokerage theories have seldom been used in the context of
institutions and SME internationalization. OQur contribution to this
literature is in depicting the mechanism by which HCIAs facilitate
institutional support for internationalizing SMEs. Specifically, our
study shows that boundary spanning and brokerage lie at the heart
of this process.

As noted by Kwon et al. (2020), the use of boundary
spanning activities and relevant boundary objects constitutes
the act of brokerage. We identify the specific types of boundary
spanning activities and boundary objects used by the HCIAs as
well as their brokerage types and strategies, culminating in a
range of outcomes beneficial to post-entry internationalizing
SME:s.

Access to host
country government
officials

Access to host
country networks

Information Access

Councils/Professional
Bodies Boundary-spanning
Activities (across
home/host

boundaries)

NZ SME’s initiated in

Boundary Objects
Access to resources

and capabilities

China

Consultants; Other
internationalised SMEs:
the SME (own
employees)

Socio-cultural Factors

Source(s): Authors’ own work
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To elaborate, our findings suggest that the types of brokerages
being exercised conformed in part to the classification of Quintane
and Carnabuci (2016). Scouting reflected the unembedded
brokerage type, as it involved short-term connections with actors,
usually outside the HCIA’s relationship network. Conversely,
coordination, buffering and bringing up the borders drew on the
HCIAs personal and institutional network connections and
involved longer-term relationships between the actors. In all
cases, the HCIA tended to remain central to the host country
actor—SME relationship. To our knowledge, such depth of analysis
of institutional support for SMEs, using boundary spanning and
brokerage theoretical lenses, has not been reported in the literature
to date. Our study fills this gap and also extends the seminal work
by Ruzzier et al. (2006) on SME internationalization.

We also identify an apparent orientation toward the use of a
collaborative brokerage strategy by HCIAs, as opposed to the
more widely recognized competitive brokerage strategy —a finding
that warrants further focused research (Srivastava, 2021). While
only indicative at this stage of our research, the findings suggest
that the majority of HCIAs tended to seek to develop collaborative
SME relationships. This corroborates the rarer view of brokerage
reported in the literature, that of “tertius iungens” (Obstfeld,
2005). As a collaborative brokerage strategy, this differs from the
competitive, or mediation, view of brokerage (“tertius gaudens™),
whereby brokers pursue their own interests and become
relationship gatekeepers (Burt, 1995). In our study, exceptions to
the “tertius iungens” strategy were suggested in the context of
independent consultants and SME employees. While maintaining
cooperation among the actors with whom they were connected
through their brokerage role, they also sought to gain some
control in these relationships. These HCIAs seemed somewhat
motivated to maintain an enduring brokerage role, to retain
employment in their respective organizations. Hence, while our
data do not allow a clear distinction, these HCIAs appeared to
assume a brokerage strategy somewhere between “tertius
gaudens” and “tertius iungens.” Hence, although tentative, our
findings suggest an interesting differentiation of the brokerage
strategies used by different types of HCIA.

Our third contribution arises from the novel finding that host
country-based HCIAs had a more substantial involvement in
supporting SMEs’ post-entry internationalization in China and/or
India than their home country-based counterparts. Hence, we
show that HCIs, with their agents (HCIAs) based in the host
country, remain important to post-entry internationalizing SMEs.
These host country-located HCIAs engaged in a range of critical
boundary spanning and brokerage activities, either indirectly
or directly supporting the SMEs conducting business there
(via exporting, representative office or through joint ventures).
The agents tended to support higher-level outcomes (e.g. SME
relationships with key industry and country level actors) compared
to their home-based HCIAs. Host country-based HCIAs helped
to promote relationship building with, and knowledge transfer
between, relevant actors in that market. The boundary objects
used (e.g. meetings with industry leaders and hosting of diplomatic
events) could not easily be used by the New Zealand-based
HCIAs, requiring an in-market presence, as well as connections
with, and deep knowledge of, the relevant host country actors.

Our findings also indicate that the home country- and host
country-based HCIAs differed in the types of boundary spanning
activities used, even within the same organization (e.g. NZTE).
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For example, the HCIAs based in New Zealand had a greater focus
on scouting (information provision) and, in some cases, actor
coordination. Conversely, HCIAs based in the host countries of
China and/or India had a greater focus on coordination, buffering
(protecting from host country impacts) and bringing up the borders
(integration among key actors, particularly governmental). While
Crick and Lindsay (2015) noted the important role of country-level
activities of home-based governments, such as diplomatic missions,
very few studies have examined the host-country activities of home-
based institutions. We suggest that this finding provides a novel
contribution to the extant literature on SME internationalization,
incorporating the locational nature of institutions and agents in this
process.

Beyond these main contributions, a “zooming-in” (Nicolini,
2009) approach to our data provides further definition of our
conceptual framework, in particular relating to outcomes for
SMEs. As shown in Table 4, the types of SME outcomes tended
to be associated with specific HCIAs and the boundary spanning
and brokerage activities used. While some studies have identified
benefits accruing to SMEs from government support (Crick and
Lindsay, 2015), research is yet to link these and other benefits to
boundary spanning and brokerage activities of HCIAs or their
location (home vs host country). Our findings suggest a level of
specificity to the learning and other outcomes arising from such
institutional support for SMEs. For example, we observed
differences in the types of boundary-spanning activities used and
resulting outcomes, depending on the extent of the SMEs’ market-
specific experience and business development. Notably, more
experienced post-entry SMEs tended to seek boundary spanning
activities involving buffering and bringing up the borders, more than
scouting and coordinarion, resulting in more substantial and
sustainable outcomes (Table 4). These findings suggest additional
insights to the literature on post-entry development of SMEs, a
topic that has, to date, garnered surprisingly little attention in the
literature (Lindsay ez al., 2017; Zouari et al., 2025).

7. Implications, limitations and future research

7.1 Theoretical implications

In summary, our study provides several theoretical contributions to
the institutional, SME internationalization and management
(boundary spanning and brokerage) theoretical spheres, within a
B2B domain context. The use of a micro-level institutional
theoretic lens is novel in this context. By investigating the key
HCIAs involved in SMEs internationalization support, we locate
our findings in the increasingly important nexus between
institutional theory and the SME internationalization and boundary
spanning and brokerage studies (Petersen and Rasmussen, 2024).
The theoretical contributions outlined below align directly with the
contributions discussed in the previous section.

First, our findings provide an important contribution to
institutional theory, by bringing to the forefront the role of
institutional agents in the enactment of institutional influences
and support. As initially highlighted by North (1990, 1994),
institutions cannot enact their own outcomes, but require the
involvement of human agents. Surprisingly, the majority of
research on institutional effects on organizations, including
SME internationalization, has focused only on institutions,
rather than their agents. By examining the phenomenon of
SME internationalization and applying a micro-level institutional
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(agent — HCIA) perspective, our casts light into the mechanism
by which SMEs internationalize. Hence, we are able to present a
much greater nuanced perspective on how institutions support
SME:s in the internationalization process.

Second, we contribute to the management literature, specifically
to boundary spanning and brokerage theories. By applying these
lenses to the activities of institutional agents, we contribute to a
largely overlooked area (with a few exceptions — Hogberg, 2024;
Safari, 2025) in the management literature. The application
of these theoretical streams to agent roles that operate across
organizational, geographic and institutional boundaries also adds
to these foundation theories (Shahzad et al., 2025). Our study
specifically elucidates how HCIAs across home and host countries
provide support for internationalizing SMEs, using different types
of boundary spanning and brokerage roles and activities.

Third, we contribute to the relatively sparse literature on post-
entry SME internationalization (Puthusserry et al., 2020; Chopra
et al., 2024; Yang and Stoian, 2025). Our study shows that later-
stage post-entry internationalization of home-country SMEs is
strongly facilitated by the boundary-spanning and brokerage
activities of HCIAs located in the host country. Further, these
activities substantially enhance the learning and relational capital
of the SMEs and help to mitigate the impacts of host-country
institutions encountered. Post-entry SME internationalization
theory assumes that SMEs are reliant on their own resources or
host country intermediaries, when seeking to adjust to the
institutional conditions of the host country (Chang ez al., 2017;
Haase, 2026). Our study highlights the important role played by
the HCIAs located in the host country in supporting these SMEs.

We also add depth to the SME post-entry internationalization
literature by exposing important differences between HCIAs
located in the home versus host countries, particularly regarding
the types of boundary spanning activities and boundary objects
used. SMEs that were more experienced and developed (later
post-entry stages) in the host country benefitted more from the
advanced boundary spanning activity types proffered by host
country-based HCIAs.

7.2 Managerial/practical implications

Practical implications from the findings are relevant to HCls,
including government policymakers, managers of business councils
and other industry bodies, consultants and SME managers — all
represented in this study. HCISs help to nurture SMEs and support
their internationalization efforts (Kahiya and Delaney, 2022) and
B2B interactions in host markets (Sima ez al., 2025). It is, therefore,
important for HCI decision-makers to recognize that it is the agents
representing their HCIs that provide support to internationalizing
SMEs. Further, this is achieved through a range of boundary
spanning activities and brokerage. Outcomes for SMEs arise from
the interactions of institutional agents with the range of other actors
involved in the internationalization process.

The micro-level (agent) perspective of institutional support for
SME internationalization provides insights into the different
ways that institutional actors can apply their boundary spanning
and brokerage activities, use relevant boundary objects and adopt
the type of brokerage strategy most appropriate to the needs of
the SME. These distinctions have direct implications for resource
allocations within the HCIs, as well as international trade
strategies used at the government policy level (Crick and Lindsay,
2015). Hence, government funding and other resources can be
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more appropriately targeted toward the roles that HCIAs play in
their home and host countries.

Of particular interest from this study is the importance of
HCIAs being located in the host country and providing support
for more developed post-entry SMEs in the host market. This
was especially evident not only with government-level HCIAs but
also for industry- and firm-level HCIAs. The latter included
the foreign offices of industry-level HCIs, employees of the
New Zealand-based SMEs and established New Zealand firms in
the host markets. Therefore, HCIs must recognize the important
contributions that can accrue from using personnel and resources
in the host market. It is also necessary that HCIs adopt strategies
that facilitate the boundary spanning and brokerage activities of
their HCIAs, and the use of appropriate boundary objects, to
support the post-entry SME internationalization in host markets.

In summary, HCIAs can help to mitigate risks and navigate
uncertainty for internationalizing SMEs by connecting them
with relevant actors in the home and host countries. This
facilitates the development of valuable relational capital and
resources for the SMEs. Our findings indicate important policy
and managerial implications for each of the HCIs included in
the study, with the recognition that it is their HCIAs that
provide support for the internationalization of SMEs.

7.3 Limitations and future research

The main goal of this study was to gain a deep understanding of
how HCIAs support SME internationalization. Therefore, we
adopted an exploratory qualitative approach designed to extend
existing theory. However, quantitative validation and testing of
our conceptual framework will enable statistical generalizability
of the findings, allowing for wider application.

Our study has some limitations in the scope of the participants
selected. While the host country-based HCIAs provided important
contextual perspectives relating to the host country to which
the SMEs had internationalized, the SMEs’ B2B partners in
the business dyads were not included. Gathering data from these
dyadic relationships would provide additional insights into the
effectiveness of the HCIAS’ interventions.

Future research should also be undertaken to elaborate and
unpack differences seen when comparing the India and China
contexts as host countries for New Zealand SMEs, as these are
institutionally distinct. Finally, the collaborative versus competitive
brokerage strategy used in boundary spanning by institutional
actors across international borders warrants further research;
this has important implications for the SME internationalization
literature and, in practical terms, relationship-building approaches
adopted and facilitated by HCIAs.
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