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Abstract

Export development in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMES) requires a coordinated and
multi-dimensional approach that aligns sectoral collaboration with innovative policy and
managerial responses. This study analyzes the key challenges constraining export development
among SMEs in East Azerbaijan Province. The research is applied in purpose and adopts a
mixed-method design using interviews and a structured questionnaire. In the qualitative phase,
managers, experts, and export-related stakeholders constituted the study population. Fifteen
export experts were interviewed to identify the main determinants and barriers. In the
quantitative phase, 238 respondents were selected through random sampling based on
Cochran’s formula, and the proposed framework was tested using structural equation modeling
(SEM). The results show that economic, structural, managerial, political-legal, marketing,
technological, socio-cultural, and supplier-related factors significantly influence SME export
development. Based on the Friedman ranking test, economic factors are the most critical
constraints, whereas socio-cultural factors rank lowest among the identified challenges. The
findings provide evidence-based insights for policymakers and export-support institutions
seeking to design targeted interventions to strengthen SMEs’ export capabilities.
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Introduction

Export development in SMEs depends on a comprehensive and coherent strategy that combines
cross-sector partnerships with effective solutions to persistent barriers. Exports are widely
recognized as a vital source of foreign exchange and an important lever for economic resilience—
particularly in countries with high dependence on a limited set of commaodities, where diversifying
export revenues can reduce vulnerability to external shocks. At the same time, globalization has
increased the complexity of international trade, intensifying competition and raising the
informational, regulatory, and operational demands placed on exporting firms.

In this environment, sustained export growth requires long-term planning, institutional support,
and the capacity to adapt to evolving foreign-market conditions. Export expansion and
improvements in the trade balance are often viewed as components of national economic strength.
However, the realities of international trade—ranging from regulatory complexity to rapid
technological change—mean that SMEs face distinctive constraints compared with larger firms.
Identifying and prioritizing these barriers is therefore essential for strengthening SMEs’ export
readiness, enhancing export performance, and informing evidence-based policy design.

Methodology

This study is applied in purpose and uses a descriptive—survey approach. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire. In the qualitative phase, the population
included SME managers, export experts, and relevant stakeholders; 15 experts were interviewed to
extract the core dimensions affecting export development and to inform model specification.

In the quantitative phase, a structured questionnaire was administered to a randomly selected
sample of 238 respondents (as determined by Cochran’s formula). The study employed structural
equation modeling (SEM) to assess the relationships among latent constructs and their observed
indicators. SEM enables the simultaneous estimation of measurement and structural components,
allowing for a rigorous evaluation of how underlying factors (latent variables) relate to export
development while accounting for measurement error.

Results and Discussion

The results confirm that multiple dimensions jointly shape export development in SMEs. The
SEM findings indicate that economic conditions (e.g., financing constraints and cost pressures),
structural issues (e.g., infrastructure and institutional support), managerial factors (e.g., export
knowledge and strategic capabilities), political-legal constraints (e.g., regulations and
administrative barriers), marketing limitations (e.g., market intelligence and brand positioning),
technological capability, supplier-related issues (e.g., supply-chain stability and input quality), and
socio-cultural factors significantly affect SMEs’ export development.

The Friedman ranking test further suggests that economic barriers are the highest-priority
challenges faced by SMEs, underscoring the central role of financial and macroeconomic constraints
in shaping export outcomes. In contrast, socio-cultural barriers receive the lowest priority ranking,
implying that SMEs perceive them as relatively less binding compared with resource- and
institution-related constraints. From a policy and managerial standpoint, these results highlight the
value of strengthening economic and support infrastructures, building export-oriented human
capital, improving international marketing capabilities, and upgrading technology and supply-chain
performance to enhance product competitiveness and access to foreign markets.

Conclusion

Export development remains a central objective for many economies, as it supports foreign-
exchange generation, improves the trade balance, and can contribute to broader economic growth
and employment. Increased trade integration also exposes firms to greater international competition
while simultaneously creating opportunities to expand sales beyond domestic markets. Because
export growth can support macroeconomic objectives—such as addressing unemployment,
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inflationary pressures, and income disparities—governments often prioritize policies that improve
export performance and the effectiveness of trade regulation.

This study shows that SME export development is shaped by a set of interrelated constraints,
with economic factors emerging as the most critical, followed by structural, managerial, political—
legal, marketing, technological, supplier-related, and socio-cultural factors. Accordingly, targeted
interventions—such as improving access to finance, strengthening export-support institutions,
delivering specialized international marketing training, facilitating participation in international
exhibitions, and enhancing technology and supply-chain capabilities—can meaningfully improve
SMESs’ export readiness and performance. The evidence provided here can guide policymakers and
export institutions in designing more focused and effective programs to accelerate SME export
development in East Azerbaijan Province.
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