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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

This paper aims to contribute to the lack of design knowledge on digital platforms (DPs), by studying the new
and specific context of DPs managed by industrial business associations (IBAs) to improve the inter-
nationalisation of small and medium enterprises (SMEs). A specific objective is to elicit detailed digital plat-
form’s requirements and features for this particular organisational context. A design science research (DSR)
approach is adopted to develop design propositions (the artifact), following the context-intervention-me-
chanism-outcome logic (CIMO-logic). The design propositions are derived for DPs that can support different
types of generative mechanisms of social interaction: information sharing, collaboration, and collective action.
The design propositions are obtained by balancing empirical knowledge based on interviews performed with
IBAs and SMEs in Portugal and in the UK, with theoretical knowledge from the literature of information systems,
DPs and collaborative networks (CNs). The utility of the design propositions is further evaluated by experts and
IBAs. The findings are proved to be relevant for practice, mainly for IBAs, SMEs, and digital platform designers to
develop more effective collaborative DPs and sociotechnical systems, supporting CNs and the internationalisa-
tion needs of SMEs. The knowledge generated in this study brings new design knowledge on DPs, contributing
with design propositions translated into tangible and concrete requirements and capabilities, situated in a
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specific context and empirical setting.

1. Introduction

The limited information management capability of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and their difficulties to establish and
maintain collaborative networks (CNs) (Dutot, Bergeron, & Raymond,
2014; Camarinha-Matos & Afsarmanesh, 2005; Costa, De Sousa, Soares,
& Jamil, 2016; Costa, Soares, & Sousa, 2016; Nguyen, Barrett, &
Fletcher, 2006), hinder strategic activities such as the processes of in-
ternationalisation that require comprehensive knowledge, sourced from
official channels (accurate information) and from peer organisations
(past experiences and lessons learned). Due to their detailed knowledge
of particular industrial sectors and because of their experience in sup-
porting internationalisation processes, industrial business associations
(IBAs) could appear as a main supporting actor for SMEs to obtain a
proper access to international contacts and to valued international
trade information that can better meet their needs (Costa, Soares, &
Sousa, 2017). Nevertheless, IBAs are immersed in the current digital
economy which has reshaped how SMEs conduct their international
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activities across foreign markets (Giudici & Blackburn, 2013). In addi-
tion, many SMEs have multiple association memberships, both at the
individual/staff and business levels (Boléat, 2003), which naturally
creates some sort of competition environment among IBAs.

The success of international activities has often been based on firms’
technological capabilities and technological knowledge (Sedoglavich,
2012). Therefore, if IBAs want to present themselves as an active sup-
porting actor for the internationalisation of SMEs, they will need to
improve their current services and consider these new digital require-
ments from SMEs, by promoting the digitisation of their inter-
nationalisation support activities (Costa, Soares, & Sousa, 2019). The
adoption of digital platforms (DPs) could potentially lead to the
achievement of these improvements.

DPs play a fundamental role in today’s connected and data-rich
society supporting information sharing, collaboration and collective
action (Spagnoletti, Resca, & Lee, 2015), in cooperation settings such as
online communities or enterprise networks. In the business domain, DPs
have been fundamental for organisational strategies, with variations of
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DPs being designed and developed to improve the management of
processes and activities, in particular supporting collaboration and in-
formation management (Bellini, Ascenzo, Ulskaia, & Savastano, 2016;
Carneiro, Soares, Patricio, Azevedo, & Pinho de Sousa, 2013). Not-
withstanding all these developments, the full potential of DPs is yet to
be released or even acknowledged by individual companies or business
networks (Parker, Alstyne, & Choudary, 2016; Sebastian et al., 2017).
The reason for this lies in two interrelated challenges: on the one hand,
in the intrinsic organisational and managerial complexity in im-
plementing collaboration-based inter-organisational structures and be-
haviours (Costa, Soares et al., 2016) and, on the other hand, in the lack
of guidance in the design and implementation of DPs as socio-technical
systems (de Reuver, Sgrensen, & Basole, 2017).

Extant literature on business information technology and systems
lack detailed case studies that could lead to theoretical and practical
knowledge to help researchers and practitioners alike to better under-
stand the complexities of the application of DPs to business networks.
Senyo, Liu, and Effah (2019) identify research needs in the context of
Digital Business Ecosystems that include digital platforms, process and
service design, as well as artefacts such as methodologies, frameworks
and models. Furthermore, research on the design of DPs has mostly
addressed the development of design theory based on conceptual ana-
lysis and application scenarios, without going into the detail of real-
world cases to enrich design theory (Spagnoletti et al., 2015). Ac-
cording to de Reuver et al. (2017), the current literature on DPs clearly
shows the need for developing more direct design knowledge and de-
sign theories, in order to provide a better understanding on how or-
ganisations can effectively design DPs. Moreover, to obtain more valid
and reliable design theories, research on DPs should also be situated in
specific empirical contexts by specifying concrete requirements that can
contribute to the design of DPs by organisations (Spagnoletti et al.,
2015).

Accordingly, the aim of this research is to contribute to the design
knowledge on DPs through an empirical study of business networks. To
overcome the identified research limitations, we are focused on IBAs (a
type of business network) and in one specific process: the support to the
internationalisation of SMEs. This research can also contribute to the
international business literature, as there is a lack of studies addressing
the influence of IT and DPs as internationalisation support instruments
for both IBAs and SMEs. Besides studying a new context in detail, an-
other main contribution of this research is to look at this problem from
a socio-technical perspective, as we believe this new context could re-
present a larger socio-technical ecosystem composed by DPs managers
(the IBAs), users (the SMEs), and the corresponding social interaction
mechanisms involved. Looking at the problem from a socio-technical
perspective, we can deal with the multi-actor setting in which the DP is
to be designed and understand the needs of multiple distributed actors
with divergent goals. According to (de Reuver et al., 2017), this ap-
proach is not usually applied in studies of DPs.

Following the recommendations and research directions of
Spagnoletti et al. (2015) and de Reuver et al. (2017), we employ a
design science research (DSR) approach (Hevner, March, Park, & Ram,
2004; Van Aken, 2004) in this study to overcome the lack of design
knowledge on DPs. The main goal of DSR is to create innovative arti-
facts (e.g. models, methods, instantiations, guidelines, design theories)
addressing unsolved problems in organisations (Hevner & Chatterjee,
2010). As our artifact, we chose design propositions, following the
CIMO-logic (Context, Intervention, Mechanism, Outcome) (Denyer,
Tranfield, & van Aken, 2008; van Aken, 2015), to obtain design prin-
ciples that could represent important requirements and features for DPs
managed by IBAs to support the internationalisation of SMEs. Accord-
ingly, our design propositions are derived for DPs that could support
different types of generative mechanisms of social interaction: in-
formation sharing, collaboration, and collective action (Spagnoletti
et al.,, 2015). These design propositions are developed and are sup-
ported by empirical knowledge based on interviews performed with
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IBAs and SMEs, as well as by theoretical knowledge from the literature.
For contributions to practice, these design propositions will hopefully
help IBAs, researchers and practitioners, in designing more effective
collaborative DPs and sociotechnical systems to improve the support to
the SME internationalisation.

The structure of this paper is based on the publication schema for
DSR studies, proposed by (Gregor & Hevner, 2013), and on the DSR
methodology of (Peffers, Tuunanen, Rothenberger, & Chatterjee, 2007),
recommended to conduct proper DSR in information systems. Accord-
ingly, after the Section 2 of methods, which details the DSR approached
adopted, we start with the problem identification and motivation to
develop our artifact (Section 3). Section 4 summarises the objectives of
the artifact to be developed, with the presentation of our vision for IBAs
to improve the internationalisation of SMEs with DPs. Section 5 pre-
sents the artifact description. In Section 6, we show the results of
evaluation for the artifact and Section 7 discusses the obtained results.
Finally, Section 8 provides the main conclusions and contributions of
this paper.

2. Methods
2.1. Fundamentals of design science research

DSR is now a well-established research paradigm within the in-
formation systems community and in business and management studies
to create innovative artifacts. Such artifacts may include:

e conceptual artifacts, such as constructs, models, methods, and fra-
meworks (Hevner et al., 2004; Peffers, Rothenberger, Tuunanen, &
Vaezi, 2012);

e formal logical instructions, such as algorithms and instantiations
(Hevner et al., 2004; Peffers et al., 2012);

e system design, language/notation, guidelines, requirements, pat-

terns, and metrics (Offermann, Blom, Schonherr, & Bub, 2010);

social innovations (Van Aken, 2004);

new properties of technical, social, or informational resources

(Jarvinen, 2007);

e architectures, design principles, and design theories (Vaishnavi &
Kuechler, 2015);

e design propositions (Denyer et al., 2008; van Aken, 2015).

(Hevner, 2007) develops a DSR approach based on a com-
plementary 3-cycle model: (1) relevance cycle — to bridge the contextual
environment with the design science activities; (2) rigor cycle — to
connect the design science activities with the knowledge base (from
scientific foundations, experience, and expertise); and (3) design cycle —
to iterate between the core activities of developing and evaluating the
design artifact.

Well designed and developed artifacts are expected to contribute
with new knowledge to the body of scientific evidence and to real-
world applications (Hevner & Chatterjee, 2010). (Gregor & Hevner,
2013) identify four types of knowledge contributions, based on the
existing state of knowledge, in both the problem and the solution do-
mains: (i) invention (new solutions for new problems); (ii) improve-
ment (new solutions for known problems); (iii) exaptation (known so-
lutions extended to new problems); and (iv) routine design (known
solutions for known problems). In summary, to perform a good DSR
project some fundamental aspects must be considered, such as the de-
sign and construction of a viable artifact (Hevner et al., 2004), the
rigorous evaluation of this artifact (Peffers et al., 2012), and the
knowledge contribution of the DSR project (Gregor & Hevner, 2013).

According to (Van Aken, 2004), in organisational and management
studies, management is viewed, more and more, as a design science.
The author suggests that the traditional description-driven research in
management studies (based on the paradigm of the explanatory sci-
ences) must be balanced with more prescription-driven research (based
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Table 1
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Components of the CIMO-logic for design propositions (Brouwer, Brekelmans, Nieuwenhuis, & Simons, 2012; Denyer et al., 2008; Holmstrom, Tuunanen, &

Kauremaa, 2014).

Component Component

C - Context

I - Interventions
need, and to influence outcomes.

M - Mechanisms

The results that human actors aim to achieve and the surrounding (external and internal environment) factors that influence the actors.
Purposeful actions or measures (products, processes, services or activities) that are formulated by the designer or design team to solve a design problem or

The mechanism that is triggered by the intervention, in a certain context, by indicating why the intervention produces a certain outcome. It can be an

explanation of the cognitive processes (reasoning) that actors use to choose their response to the intervention and their ability (resources) to put the

intervention into practice.

O - Outcome Result of the interventions in its various aspects.

on the paradigm of the design sciences) in order to mitigate relevance
and utilisation problems. Consequently, in management studies, DSR is
driven by field problems, with the aim of developing generic actionable
knowledge, which is knowledge about the type of actions that can be
taken to address a certain type of field problem (van Aken, 2015). In
other words, the mission of design science is to develop knowledge that
researchers and professionals can use to design solutions for their field
problems (van Aken, 2005).

(Denyer et al., 2008) also make important contributions to the field
of management and DSR, by presenting a DSR approach with a dis-
cussion of prescriptive knowledge in the form of design propositions,
following the so-called CIMO-logic. CIMO-logic allows to obtain a sys-
tematic structure for the propositions, combining problematic Contexts
with certain Intervention types to deliver specific Outcomes, following
generative Mechanisms. Therefore, design principles that are for-
mulated according to CIMO-logic indicate what to do, in which situa-
tions, to produce what effect, and offer understanding of why this
happens (Denyer et al., 2008; van Aken, 2013). Table 1 presents more
detail on the description of each component of the CIMO-logic.

2.2. Research design

The goals guiding this research are in Table 2. Following a DSR
approach, our aim is to develop a set of design propositions (Denyer
et al., 2008; van Aken, 2015) — our DSR artifact — following the CIMO-
logic. The design propositions are developed to allow to obtain detailed
requirements and possible features for DPs managed by IBAs to support
the internationalisation of SMEs. In terms of contribution for DSR
knowledge, the artifact represents an improvement (Gregor & Hevner,
2013), as the design propositions try to represent new solutions for
known problems of the SME internationalisation. Fig. 1 shows the re-
search design applied for this study.

The central part of the artifact design — the development of the
design propositions — is supported by knowledge from the environment
and practice, as well as by knowledge from existing theories and from
the theoretical background involved (Senyo et al., 2019).

The practical knowledge is originated from different empirical stu-
dies that we performed with IBAs, SMEs and large and multinational
enterprises (MNEs). We decided to include the latter organisation type
to have their views about this topic as well. First, we made a small
exploratory field research by interviewing 5 companies — 3 SMEs and 2

Table 2
Research goals.

MNESs - associated with some IBAs in Portugal. One of the objectives
was to understand their perspective about the use of DPs managed by
IBAs to support their internationalisation activities. After that, we
performed a larger exploratory field research, this time by interviewing
20 Portuguese IBAs from different industrial sectors, in order to extend
the previous study. With this new study, we were able to increase our
understanding on the current activities and the use of institutional
network resources by IBAs to support and facilitate internationalisation
processes of SMEs. Finally, in a new exploratory field research, we got
the perspectives from additional prospective DPs’ managers with new
interviews performed with 1 IBA in France (because one of the authors
had the opportunity to interview it in a specific international event) and
3 IBAs in the UK (as the same author also had a research visiting period
in this country). This new study allowed us to increase the validity of
our findings. Therefore, based on the insights from the 24 interviewed
IBAs, the objectives of this study were: (i) to explain the factors that
influence the adoption of DPs by IBAs to support SME inter-
nationalisation; (ii) to identify current DPs that are being used and to
perform an evaluation of their potential for supporting inter-
nationalisation processes; and (iii) to help specifying a preliminary set
of requirements and features for DPs supporting internationalisation.

In addition to our exploratory studies, we performed a single em-
bedded case study (Yin, 2009) for a more in-depth exploration and
understanding of the phenomena. The main goal was to obtain addi-
tional insights and empirical knowledge from companies and potential
users of DPs, to be used together with our previous empirical data, in
order to develop our design propositions. For this single case study, we
have selected the Portuguese textile industry through a convenience
sampling (Merriam, 1998), as access to data and contacts with com-
panies was likely to be easy. The unit of analysis of this single em-
bedded case study was the IBA of this sector and 14 of its members. To
increase the validity of this case study, three different types of com-
panies were considered: 1) 5 SMEs with experience in inter-
nationalisation processes; 2) 5 SMEs without or with little experience in
internationalisation processes; 3) 4 MNEs with experience in inter-
nationalisation processes.

The sources of information for all these empirical studies were
personal interviews and documentation. The procedure to perform
these interviews was: (i) use an informed consent form; (ii) perform
interviews with personnel working in internationalisation processes or
with the owners/managers of companies; (iii) use a semi-structured

Goal

Management problem or opportunity

To significantly improve the performance of the internationalization process of SMEs, in the institutional context of Industrial Business

Associations, through the use of Digital Platforms to support the internationalization informational and social processes, ultimately
contributing to the digital transformation of IBAs.

Contribution to Design Theory

To contribute to the design theory of Digital Platforms through the specialization of the general design propositions found in literature for

a specific class of problems/opportunities: transformation of IBAs in collaborative networks, through the evolution of online communities

supported by Digital Platforms.
Contribution to Design Practice

To support the derivation of problem/case specific design requirements for Digital Platforms through a lookup and matching process of

outcomes and interventions within a CIMO logic.
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Fig. 1. Research design for this study.

Table 3
Collaboration and information problems faced by SMEs.

Problem

Transcription from the interview

Lack of collaboration

“You know that the Portuguese are not very easy in this situation of collaborate with others because it is not easy... Our mentality

cannot do that, the Portuguese mentality cannot do that.”

“Information sharing and joint strategy definition, this does not happen. Whether because of the specificity of each case or because we
are very Portuguese... either because we do not like to share our information... I think things are very individual and casual, much
more than a sectorial strategy of internationalisation.”

“Companies still live very closed to the past of "it's all theirs and none of others" and sometimes end up losing the business opportunity
because they are not able to respond to a specific customer’s demand. If instead they would share the customer's needs with others a

little, they could satisfy the customer.”
“It is necessary to make trips, to know cities, to know people's ways of dressing, the consumption that people naturally have, colours
that people normally use. All this information is important but difficult to be acquired.”

Difficulties in managing information about
markets

“Currently we continue to look for markets ... so, the degree of difficulty now is to arrange information on distributors and commercial
agents. Our product is a product that requires distribution of commercial agents, so it's complicated.”
“What kinds of structures do we have to put together, in what form, and what is the size of the market...”

interview guide; and (iv) record the conversations. Afterwards, data
was analysed through the transcription and coding of the interviews,
using the qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA. Some validity
and reliability procedures were also considered, such as using docu-
ments and information from the companies’ websites for data triangu-
lation (Yin, 2009), using a diversity of informants for a more complete
vision of the environment and for guarantying the construct validity
(Barratt & Barratt, 2011) and using a study protocol to repeat the data
collection procedures, ensuring the reliability of the study (Yin, 2009).

A rigorous evaluation of an artifact is one of the fundamental as-
pects to be considered in DSR projects (Hevner et al., 2004; Peffers
et al., 2012). Due to time and financial constraints, this project did not
evaluate the design theory based on the actual implementation of the
proposed design propositions and artifact. Instead, we decided to
evaluate the utility of our design propositions through 8 interviews with
experts and IBAs, via personal contact and video conference, both in
Portugal and in the UK. This was done to anticipate the actual valida-
tion of the artifact and provide some preliminary feedback on the de-
sign propositions. In each interview, we presented and explained the
design propositions to the participants and we asked them to evaluate
and rate each proposed intervention, by answering three questions,
with classifications from 1 to 5:

o Level of importance for the design proposition;

e Ease of implementation of the design proposition;
e Additional comments to the design proposition (e.g. modifications
or suggestions).

3. Problem and motivation

To obtain a better understanding about the challenges faced by both
IBAs and SMEs, we frame our problem based on the current knowledge
from the literature and with the help of our transcriptions from the
interviews. The result is then based on a multiple stakeholder per-
spective about the problem and motivation to develop our DSR artifact.

3.1. Internationalisation challenges faced by SMEs and IBAs

It is well recognised in the literature that SMEs often face two
particular difficulties in their internationalisation processes (Costa,
Soares et al., 2016; Hsu, Chen, & Cheng, 2013; Ibeh & Kasem, 2011): (i)
to establish CNs to gain competitive advantages in foreign markets; and
(ii) to obtain the right information and manage it effectively. Our in-
terviews with SMEs evidence these challenges, as demonstrated by
some examples of our transcriptions (Table 3):

Nonetheless, the availability of information alone is not enough to
improve decision-making within internationalisation processes.
Mediation and other forms of knowledge sharing are needed, levered on
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trustful, collaborative environments, such as the ones that could be
potentially provided by IBAs (Costa et al., 2017a). IBAs are institutional
membership organisations that either represent different firms of a
specific industrial sector or are intermediaries within a multi-sectoral
network of industrial companies (Costa, De Sousa et al., 2016).

Previous literature in the internationalisation of firms identifies
IBAs as an institutional actor (Oparaocha, 2015), as an export promo-
tion organisation (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006), or as an information
broker for SMEs (Leonidou & Theodosiou, 2004). The problem is that
IBAs are currently facing difficulties with problems related with low
membership and high opting out, instability over time, and multiple
association memberships by companies (Bennett, 1998; Boléat, 2003;
Costa et al., 2017a).

Our interviews also show that the information management role of
IBAs could be improved to better meet the internationalisation needs of
SMEs:

e Improved information organisation e.g., by filtering and organizing
information according to countries in which each member is present
or have sales;

e More effective information dissemination e.g., by more selectively
disseminating information about more specific subjects such as legal
aspects (e.g. legislation and customs rules, patents);

e Promote information sharing among the members e.g., experiences
and lessons learned;

e Improved information quality, by providing information specifically
tailored to the needs of SMEs.

In addition, Table 4 presents examples of what SMEs want more
from IBAs in internationalisation processes.

Therefore, in order to remain an important facilitator for the in-
ternational business of both current and prospective members (SMEs),
the present services and support activities promoted by IBAs should
reflect and be adapted to the digital transformation that is occurring in
every market and business sector. Particular attention could be given to
DPs, as a means for the digitisation of their international business
support activities and to foster CNs that could improve the international
performance of SMEs.

3.2. Why digital platforms?

“Digital platform” is a broad term that is being used in many fields
of research. (Sun, Gregor, & Keating, 2015) and (de Reuver et al., 2017)
present an extensive list of definitions from the management and in-
formation systems areas. From a technical point of view, a DP can be
considered as an extensible codebase to which complementary third-
party modules can be added. Looking at the term in a more

Table 4
What the SMEs want from the IBAs.
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sociotechnical perspective, it could be defined as a set of technical
elements (software and hardware) and associated organisational pro-
cesses and standards.

The disruptive power of platforms has been demonstrated by the
rapid dominance of platform businesses over traditional industries
(Parker et al., 2016). Accordingly, many DPs have been designed and
used in organisations from different industries, for a variety of pur-
poses, such as to facilitate the communication inside work groups
(Mansour, 2009), support online communities (Spagnoletti et al.,
2015), create knowledge (Tseng & Johnsen, 2011), manage knowledge
in clusters of firms (Cremona, Ravarini, & Sutanto, 2014), and establish
collaborations (Carneiro et al., 2013). Parker et al. (2016) explain that
the rapid rise of the DP model has been already transforming many
major industries and will transform many others in the next few years.
In this way, digital industry platforms represent a technological trend
that is having a profound impact on companies.

3.3. Current challenges for digital platforms

(Mergel, 2017) argues that a digital transformation requires a hol-
istic effort by organisations, in a way of rethinking and changing their
main processes, beyond the traditional digitisation efforts from the past.
Accordingly, a digital transformation requires cultural, managerial,
process and developmental changes by the organisation as a whole.

Due to the variety of the growing user base, and with the constant
development and addition of new IT capabilities and complements, the
design context of DPs is subject to a wide range of changes (Spagnoletti
et al., 2015). Therefore, efficient platform designs must meet the needs
and requirements of their community of users. Nonetheless, according
to (Spagnoletti et al., 2015), there is still a lack of understanding on
how organisations can effectively design DPs supporting online com-
munities. In addition, by analysing and presenting the main issues, risks
and recommendations for digital platform researchers, one of the main
problems found by (de Reuver et al., 2017) is also the lack of design
knowledge on DPs.

To cope with this problem, (Spagnoletti et al., 2015), based on the
works of Boisot (1995) and Ciborra (1996), start to propose an over-
arching proposition that the main components of the architecture of
DPs should support the mix of three distinct types of social interaction
mechanisms for online communities:

e information sharing: actors make their own contents available on
the internet; resources are available to all; free participation is al-
lowed;

e collaboration: actors follow rules and engage in activities that re-
quire group coordination; participants adapt their behaviour to
others; a greater alignment is required between the objective of the

Need Transcription from the interview

A place to access market opportunities

An improved IBA’s website with organised
information

Updated information about players in markets

“Maybe a kind of database of business opportunities... If I somehow knew that there was a concentration of information somewhere,
it would be easier for me to find out from there... the bottom line was the international customers, through some mechanism, arriving
in Portugal and having a vehicle there to reach several Portuguese suppliers.”

“Information about business opportunities, I think it would be very useful and interesting in this matter and in other matters.”

“I think the IBA’s website page, with the current trends that exist today, should be much more updated and much more recent. It needs
to be a page that would also serve as a platform for all information and be more aggressive. Be at the level of exports we make."
“Especially the IBA’s website... is not organized in an easy way. So, they have a lot of useful information, but it is scattered and not
well organised. In fact, I think it is an aspect that should be improved, not only for internationalisation but for other areas. This is
important because in fact, I think, that in our case, the source of privileged information is the IBA because it has information that is
focused on our sub-sector.”

“The data update, of the IBA, of customers, agents. Because there is many information that they give us that later we will see and
have no value. It has to be updated.”

“...if we want to go into a specific branch of this country, if we want to go to focus on the most segmented product level... if the IBA
would have some kind of business intelligence, to tell us who are the main actors in this sector...it could be more important.”
“Lists of clients. If I could get more information about potential clients, brands, department stores, etc., that would be good.”
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group and the objective of the individual;

e collective action: actors follow a common goal and stand by
common rules established by group membership; regulations are
complex, and a close coordination is required; decisions made by
group members prevail over personal interests.

These three types of social interaction mechanisms still useful both
as an analytical framework to study online communities supported by
digital platforms, and as a design framework for such socio-technical
system. There area, however, some points in the characterisation of
these mechanisms made by (Spagnoletti et al., 2015) that, in our work,
were interpreted differently. We have conceptualized the social inter-
action of SMEs as collaborative networks (Camarinha-Matos &
Afsarmanesh, 2005) instead of online communities. It is out of the scope
of this paper to explore the practical and theoretical differences of such
conceptualizations, being sufficient for now to recognize that SMEs
interaction happens in a mix of personal/social and institutional (Costa
et al., 2017a; Costa, Soares, & Sousa, 2017) spheres, while online
communities mostly happen in the personal/social one. This has in-
fluence, for instance, in considering identity, reciprocity, and institu-
tional values equally important for the characterisation of the three
mechanisms, unlike considered by (Spagnoletti et al., 2015).

3.4. Current offer of digital platforms managed by IBAs to support
internationalisation

Regarding the international business, some studies have been dis-
cussing the importance of digital technologies to support the interna-
tional activities of SMEs (Brouthers, Geisser, & Rothlauf, 2016; Giudici
& Blackburn, 2013). Some DPs have been developed to support the
internationalisation of SMEs in the EU, mainly to facilitate cooperation
between European clusters (European Commission, 2014).

For instance, our interviews show that some more active and de-
veloped IBAs also gained interest on this kind of technology and are
currently using DPs, for example, to support members with information
about markets or by allowing large companies to subcontract smaller
ones for specific international operations. Nevertheless, most of the
IBAs are still using basic forms of technologies to support international
trade activities and to interact with their members. The email and the
dissemination of information through websites are the channels typi-
cally used for communication purposes. Through our empirical studies,
we present the following main conclusions about DPs in IBAs:

o the existing offer of DPs supporting internationalisation, managed
IBAs, does not meet important requirements to the creation of ef-
fective CNs (Carneiro et al., 2013; Fedorowicz & Sawyer, 2012), or
to enhance social interaction structures of online communities
(Spagnoletti et al., 2015);

e the majority of the identified DPs are still new, and it seems too
early to understand the real impact that they are having in the in-
ternational activities of SMEs;

e it was possible to identify a few cases of failure, mainly evidenced by
the lack of involvement of companies;

e there are also overlaps in terms of support activities to SMEs, be-
tween sectoral IBAs, multi-sectoral IBAs, trade agencies, and gov-
ernments, evidenced by the development and use of similar digital
tools and services.

4. Objectives of the artefact and of the research on design theory

With the problem and motivation defined, we are now in a position
to define the specific objectives of the digital platform as the artifact to
be designed. First, it is important to clarify the definition of “digital
platform” in our study. (de Reuver et al., 2017) consider that man-
agement research does not have in consideration the specific digital
characteristics and components of platforms. Instead, the used
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classifications of technological platforms are only based on the orga-
nisational arrangements or, in other cases, the technology and digital
part is not considered as theoretically relevant. Therefore, to avoid
misinterpretations, and following the recommendations of these au-
thors, we first use a clear definition of what we consider in this paper as
a DP, drawing upon the established definitions from previous research:

“A digital platform is a building block that provides an essential function to a technological
system and serves as a foundation upon which complementary products, technologies,
or services can be developed” (Gawer, 2009; Spagnoletti et al., 2015).

Thus, when we use the term “digital platform” we are focusing on
the technical concept of DPs and on their respective features and ser-
vices (the unit of analysis) that can be used by organisations to improve
management processes. In addition, (Sun et al., 2015) show different
interlocking research themes that were studied in previous research on
DPs: digital platform investment, design, development, governance,
adoption, usage, and impact. In this paper, we are mainly concentrated
on the design, where the aim is to develop design principles for DPs
managed by IBAs to support the internationalisation of SMEs.

(Spagnoletti et al., 2015) explain that few design theories have been
developed for DPs supporting online communities. (de Reuver et al.,
2017) also supports that argument, clarifying that previous research on
DPs has so far not revealed much direct design knowledge. The design
theory of (Spagnoletti et al., 2015) offers us significant knowledge for
our study, addressing ways in which DPs can effectively support three
types of social interactions mechanisms in online communities: in-
formation sharing, collaboration, and collective action. Nevertheless,
the propositions developed by these authors are situated at the high-
level/conceptual principles, so they recommend further developments
of their work by translating those propositions into tangible and con-
crete requirements and capabilities, situated in a specific context, for
obtaining more valid and reliable design theories (Spagnoletti et al.,
2015).

As defined in Table 2 (see Section 2), our research aims to con-
tribute to this research direction by further developing design propo-
sitions for DP by addressing a specific class of management problems:
the support to the internationalization of SMEs in the institutional
context of industrial business associations. Based on previous research,
we argue that IBAs may provide a more proper digital support to the
internationalisation of SMEs, when compared with other institutional
entities such as governments or export agencies. The reason is that
there is a general agreement that the DPs from governmental entities
and from agencies are useful to have access to statistics, studies or more
general information about internationalisation. But, for more specific
information about each sector, it is always difficult to find valued in-
formation that can be used by companies in their decision-making
processes. Furthermore, knowledge on specific issues of the inter-
nationalization process arise from SMEs that somehow already have
done it. Due to their vast experience, social capital and specific
knowledge about their respective industrial sectors, IBAs could be in
better conditions to enact a collaborative environment, providing more
detailed and focused information, as well as to facilitate knowledge
sharing among SMEs.

The rationale for this vision is that a digital platform for inter-
nationalisation should support communication and information man-
agement processes, as well as the establishment of CNs, by means of
three distinct types of social interaction mechanisms (information
sharing, collaboration, and collective action), and following an orga-
nisational network governance structure where the IBA is the network
administrative organisation (NAO) (Provan & Kenis, 2008). Thus, al-
though we adopt a technical perspective for defining the concept of
DPs, we also use in our artifact a sociotechnical view to represent a
larger sociotechnical ecosystem, including: (i) the network and DP
managers (the IBAs); (ii) the DP users (the SMEs); and (iii) the related
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Fig. 2. Specific DP design theory framework for IBAs aiming to improve the internationalisation process of SMEs.

social interaction mechanisms. By doing this, we are dealing with the
multi-actor setting in which the DP is to be designed, allowing us to
understand the needs of multiple distributed actors with divergent
goals, which is an approach that has not been applied in studies of DPs
(de Reuver et al., 2017). This is depicted in Fig. 2 where a framework
for specific DP theory is outlined, built upon the CIMO-logic.

5. Artifact description

As explained in the previous sections, the design propositions are
shaped according to the CIMO-logic, to deliver a prescriptive frame-
work that might be used by different IBAs to improve inter-
nationalisation processes of SMEs with the support of DPs. Accordingly,
we present specific features and requirements of DPs that are based on
previous studies in the literature, as well as on our empirical studies
with IBAs and SMEs.

Within this context, a concrete goal for the DPs is to support the
establishment of CNs, following three distinct types of generative me-
chanisms of social interaction: information sharing, collaboration, and
collective action. Having in consideration all this information, the next
sub-sections present and discuss the design propositions, according to
each generative mechanism. Each design proposition comprises a
combination of interventions (I;...1,), following one specific generative
mechanism (M) to produce particular outcomes (O;...0,) in a specific
context (C).

5.1. Information sharing generative mechanism

In information sharing-centred CNs of SMEs, actors make available
their own codified, abstract and diffused information to all, and free
participation is allowed (Spagnoletti et al., 2015). The design proposi-
tion for the generative mechanism of information sharing is:

Design proposition 1: In the context of IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation
processes of SMEs with the support of digital platforms (C), by performing different
interventions (Iis; to Ijs7), following generative mechanisms of information sharing
(M;s), will help to deliver specific Outcomes (Oys; to Oisy).

C: IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation processes of SMEs with the support of
digital platforms

Iis1: Using online social networks Mis:
and including a video chan- Information
nel (e.g. YouTube); sharing

Oys1: Improve the communica-
tion and social connections
among the CN of SMEs, dissemi-
nate information about interna-
tionalisation, create online
working groups, and create live
streaming services, as well as
potentiate the digital communi-
cation of the IBA and improve the
processes of learning and capa-
city building of members.

Oys2: Facilitate internal and ex-
ternal matchmaking processes
and increase the visibility of each
member for stakeholders in in-
ternational markets;

Oisa: Rise the interest of mem-
bers to use the digital platform
for their internationalisation de-

Iis2: Having an open and inter-
active directory of members
with organised and detailed
information about each me-
mber and each sub-sector;

Iis3: Personalise information for
each type of user by means of
user-centred design and arti-
ficial intelligence tools by p-
resenting and structuring the
information in a simple, clear
and precise way, and orga-
nising and filtering it by sec-
tors and sub-sectors of the I-
BA;

Iis4: Managing and supporting t-
he whole information life-
cycle (information sources,
information acquisition, in-
formation dissemination, and
information utilisation);

Iiss: Creating a specific feature f-
or the organisation of trade
fairs and trade missions that
allow members to register a-
nd express their interest in
particular events and to con-
tact with each other;

Iise: Facilitating the organisation
and application of compe-
tence mapping models;

cisions and avoid overloading
members with information that is
not relevant for their internatio-
nalisation activities;

Ojs4: Help CNs of SMEs to have a
more efficient and effective ac-
cess, processing, and utilisation
of valued internationalisation in-
formation;

Oyss: Facilitate the management
and logistics of trade fairs and
trade missions, provide essential
information about each event,
and improve processes of com-
munication and coordination;

Ogse: Contribute to the provision
of roadmapping and match-
making services by the IBA,
identify new international busi-
ness opportunities and the
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respective missing competences
to exploit these new identified
markets;

Oss7: Analyse, systematise, dis-
cuss and make available relevant
information on emerging inter-
national markets that may be
priority targets for the sector, in

Lisy: Including a digital market
observatory with market sh-
eets, prospective reports and
market studies and detailed
internationalisation support

guides; order to facilitate the interna-
tional expansion of members;
DP1-IS1: online social networks and video channel |

(Spagnoletti et al., 2015) state that effective DPs supporting informa-
tion sharing-centred online communities should be connected to online
social networking services. Many of the IBAs and SMEs that were in-
terviewed consider that social networks such as Facebook, LinkedIn and
Twitter, are the ones of interest for a more direct communication about
international trade activities promoted by the IBAs and for sharing
some news. Those social networks allow users with similar interests and
needs to communicate and exchange ideas and other information
(Brouthers et al., 2016) and encourage social connections by allowing
users to create their own business network and to post, view, forward,
share and comment on its content, in the form of comments, links,
photos, and videos (Smallwood, 2014). Such platforms also have an
extensive offer of APIs (Tiwana, 2015), which can be chosen by de-
velopers to meet some specific requirements. Therefore, IBAs could
disseminate in the digital platform and through social network services
information about internationalisation promotional activities (trade
fairs, trade missions, promotional actions, and events), best practices of
members, and general news about international trade activities.
Working groups could also be created in social networks for a particular
network partnership to share ideas and information to pursuit a specific
internationalisation opportunity. Finally, an IBA could use social net-
works for live streaming services, for example live from one important
trade fair or internationalisation-related event.

Our empirical studies also show that both IBAs and SMEs think that
DPs can improve the digital communication to the outside world, as
well as promote the image of the sector and of the country. Therefore,
besides the connection with popular social networks, another feature of
a digital platform could be to have a video channel (e.g. YouTube) with
the objective of representing another way of advertising and promoting
the industrial sector of an IBA. A video channel could easily be in-
tegrated in a digital platform of support to internationalisation through
available APIs and add-ons on the market. As demonstrated by previous
studies, mass media can be a strong communication channel for
creating awareness about an innovation (such as internationalisation),
for disseminating general and non-specific information, and for rapidly
deliver information to a large number of people (Brouthers et al., 2016).
This video channel could also be used by IBAs for training purposes and
to better prepare their members for an international expansion, by in-
cluding videos explaining important internationalisation issues from
which members are currently struggling with, such as international
marketing strategies, credit insurance, international trade tariffs, and
transportation (Costa et al., 2017a).

DP1-IS2: digital directory of members | Another intervention for
the digital platform is to have a detailed digital directory of members of
an IBA. Previous studies in the literature show the significance of
keeping up-to-date and maintaining a publicly accessible directory of
members of an IBA in its management activities, as many times it re-
presents the first point of contact for external entities of interest to their
members (Bennett, 1998; Boléat, 2003). Through our empirical studies,
we found that most of the directories in IBAs are not intuitive or only
present minimum information of each member, such as its name and
business sector. The main outcome of having detailed directories is the
possibility to publicise and promote a company by facilitating con-
sultation for improving international business relationships with the
general public or with entities of interest and clients. Having detailed
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information about members could also facilitate matchmaking pro-
cesses, both internally (within the IBA) and externally (to find partners
in other sectors). Therefore, such business directory in the digital
platform should be organised by sub-sectors and should include in-
formation about the contact of each member, together with more
thorough information on its activity and its international presence. In
addition, this digital directory should be interactive, with a search
field/functionality connected with a set of filters to improve the search
of each member. For example, maps could be used to point the geolo-
cation of each member.

DP1-IS3: information personalisation | (Peschken, Shukla,
Lennon, & Rate, 2016) explore the decisions of SMEs’ decision-makers
in internationalisation, explaining that the structure of the available
information to internationalise has a strong influence on decisions re-
garding cognitive resource requirements. Accordingly, platform de-
signers should also have this issue in consideration. Many IBAs still
present outdated and old-fashioned websites and the interviewed
companies from our case study think that the information in the IBA’s
website is poorly organised and dispersed, which negatively affects the
image of the sector. They also think that it is important to make the
information of internationalisation more accessible because they prefer
to resort to the textile IBA, instead of accessing general inter-
nationalisation information from other institutional entities. An IBA has
the potential of providing a more detailed information, focused on the
specific sector. However, due to the different problems and functioning
that characterise each sub-sector of this specific IBA, there is a general
agreement that, in order to satisfy the information needs of the largest
possible number of members, this information should be organised and
filtered according to each sub-sector. Lastly, the information must be
simple, clear and precise to increase the interest of companies for ac-
cessing the digital platform.

Another important requirement for the digital platform is to provide
flexibility in sharing and disseminating the information. Many times,
companies are overloaded with information about trade fairs or in-
formation about some specific internationalisation opportunity that it is
not of interest for them. Each sub-sector of an IBA needs different kinds
of information, so allowing to easily select the type of information and
the targets or members to send the information within the digital
platform could be a relevant feature (Costa et al., 2019).

DP1-IS4: information management | The management of in-
formation in internationalisation processes is another relevant factor to
take into consideration, especially when dealing with the large amount
of information that typically characterises these processes (Costa,
Soares et al., 2016; Xie & Amine, 2009). For (Detlor, 2010), information
management concerns controlling the whole information lifecycle to
help people and organisations accessing, processing and using in-
formation efficiently and effectively. (Theodosiou & Katsikea, 2013)
explain that the export/internationalisation information system com-
prises four key dimensions of support to the information lifecycle: in-
formation sources, information acquisition, information dissemination,
and information utilisation.

e Information sources: Based on previous literature and on our em-
pirical studies with different IBAs and SMEs, we are able to identify
and synthetize data and information sources to support inter-
nationalisation processes. This information can be consulted at
(Costa et al., 2017b). These information sources could be useful for
both improving the IBAs’ support and the internationalisation of
SMEs to have access to a more diversified information content.

e Information acquisition: IBAs could use formal (market research)
and informal techniques (relying on gatekeepers) to gather and ac-
quire information from different sources (Rodriguez, Barcos, &
Alvarez, 2010). For this stage, consider the use different export in-
formation acquisition modes (Souchon, Dewsnap, Durden, Axinn, &
Holzmiiller, 2015):

O export marketing research, which is formal, systematic and
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objective and can be carried out both internally and/or ex-
ternally;

O export assistance, which includes market information and gui-
dance on exporting and export marketing;

O export market intelligence, which is an informal, experiential
export information acquisition mode that comprises obtaining
information from network sources, such as customers and dis-
tributors, through participation in international trade fairs and

shows, or in a more direct way, through foreign visits.

Our interviews also show the importance for an IBA to have a more
direct contact with some particular institutional entities (e.g. external
trade and investment agencies), promoting a more fruitful sharing of
information between them to better support the SME internationalisa-
tion. To filter information about a specific industrial sector, IBAs should
create better connections with external entities related with inter-
nationalisation and establish some kind of protocol and feature in the
digital platform, to allow these external parties to feed the platform

with specific information of interest for the sector of an IBA.

e Information dissemination and information utilisation: Regarding
the detail of the content to be disseminated in the digital platform,

Table 5

Information content to be disseminated in the digital platform (from our interviews).
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Table 5 compiles the information content for internationalisation
processes that was indicated by IBAs in our interviews. From the
other side, Table 5 also shows the needs and the information that
SMEs look for in internationalisation processes, which result from
our case study. Particular emphasis must be done to provide access
to detailed information and to databases of potential agents in each
foreign trade country (most mentioned on the case study). Ad-
ditionally, particular emphasis should also be made by each IBA to
improve their market intelligence, by having in their digital plat-
form the following reports:

O Annual report of the sector, with information that could guar-
antee a thorough knowledge of the sector and its economic rea-
lity;

O Annual prospect report, on the global business of the sector and
its evolution;

O Market sheets, that characterise relevant foreign markets for the
industry and for internationalisation;

O Market studies, to find new markets for members and to discover
international business opportunities and development in markets.

DP1-IS5: trade fairs and trade missions | Our case study reveals

that trade fairs are still the main path for internationalisation for most

Information content indicated by IBAs

Information needs indicated by SMEs

Statistical data of the industrial sector:

® evolution of the sector;

® exports/imports by country;

® number of companies in a specific country;

® main foreign importers.
News and information about the industrial sector:

® about national and international companies of the industrial sector;

® success stories;

® events.
Opportunities for internationalisation
Legislative changes
Regulatory and political aspects:

® international trade agreements;

® analysis of international trade agreements;

® analysis of bilateral agreements;

® agreements between the EU and other countries.
Information about promotional actions:

® trade fairs;

® trade missions;

® events and exhibitions;

® calendar of actions;

® detail of each action (dates, location, requirements, costs).
Visits of potential clients
Information about specific companies (national and foreign companies)
Contacts in national and international markets
Information about training activities:

® workshops;

® seminars;

® other training actions.
Information of opportunities about applications for national and European projects:

® deadlines;

® requirements;

® benefits;

® costs.
Information from own market studies:

® new trends;

® key players in markets;

® how the market works;

® credit insurance;

® market data and financing conditions.
Information from own databases:

® companies’ characterisation;

® products that export;

® countries of exports;

® product labels and product details;

® practiced prices.

Main actors / players in new markets
Database / list of agents in each country:
® Jists with more detail and more updated;
® full details of the agents;
type of brands;
type of market;
type of clients;
type of collections, products, or services;
® billing volume.
Database / list of distributors in each country (as detailed as possible)
Database / list of potential clients in each country (e.g.
brands; department stores)
New markets / trends of markets
Database / list of suppliers in each country (as detailed as possible)
Other detailed information about a specific market:
® potential of markets;
® costumes;
® consumptions;
® preferences;
® interest of that market for a specific type of product;
® practiced prices (e.g. average product price, sale price);
® existing support in that market.
Detailed reports about the sector and sub-sectors of the IBA (market studies)
Financing:
® credit insurers;
® credit insurance;
® letters of credit;
® payment options.
Analysis of the competition from other markets and countries of the sector




E. Costa, et al.

of the interviewed companies. Therefore, independently of the trade
fair support that is provided by each IBA, a digital platform could fa-
cilitate and help in the organisation of all the logistics processes in-
volved in such events. Instead of sending invitations and organising all
the logistics via e-mail, a feature specifically focused on trade fairs and
trade missions could be introduced in the digital platform. This feature
could provide detailed information about each fair and the costs in-
volved. After that, each member could register and express its interest
in a particular trade fair, through a login on the digital platform, and
have access to the detail of that fair but also to information about other
registered members of the IBA. Besides that, this feature should provide
a communication channel, in order to facilitate the coordination be-
tween the IBA and all the participants in each trade fair, for example by
scheduling and agreeing times and meeting points or, if it is the case, to
coordinate the managing and loading of trucks with materials and
products from participants that would be disposed and exhibit in the
trade fair. Apart from the potential improvements in communication
and coordination, this feature could also bring improvements in terms
of logistics sharing processes and information organisation, as well as in
giving more visibility to each participant in each trade fair and in re-
ducing times of preparations of such events by the IBA. In addition, this
feature could include the companies’ feedback for each trade fair or
trade mission organised by the IBA. To increase the visibility for this
type of service provided, the result of this feedback should be accessible
to everyone, to understand the potential of each event and to increase
further participations.

DP1-IS6: competence mapping models | A detailed mapping of
the competences and skills of the members of an IBA could contribute
for both the roadmapping and matchmaking services. Therefore, an-
other design recommendation for the digital platform is to provide a
tool that can allow to identify, in a structured way, the main compe-
tences of each member. (Laimmer-Gamp, Kocker, & Nerger, 2014) show
a good example of such model, which was applied in a cluster of
companies in Austria and that can be adapted to promote more colla-
borations for internationalisation in IBAs:

1 Self-evaluation by each member of the IBA;

2 Workshops with experts and with the IBA to discuss and structure
competences;

3 Analysis of potential markets for the member;

4 A second workshop to discuss the knowledge obtained in the com-
petences and markets analysis.

This model could allow to identify new international business op-
portunities, as well as missing competences that are needed to exploit
the new identified markets. In this case, the digital platform can facil-
itate the organisation and application of the model.

DP1-IS7: digital market observatory | Based on the benchmarking
realised in this study, another possibility for IBAs is to develop and
include in the platform a digital future market observatory, to analyse
emerging foreign markets of priority for the sector and for their
members. The main outputs previously mentioned in the market in-
telligence could be produced and made available in this digital ob-
servatory of markets.

Another important requirement mentioned in our empirical studies
is related with training. Many SMEs from our case study in the textile
industry would like to have some sort of guidelines or inter-
nationalisation support guides in such digital platform. For example, to
have guidelines on how to proceed for opening a new company in a
certain country, and on the related conditions, requirements, legal and
financial aspects, entities that should be contacted, and rules and
documents needed to achieve that. Having such information in the di-
gital platform could facilitate the international expansion of companies
and improve the digital support provided by IBAs.

10
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5.2. Collaboration generative mechanism

In collaboration-centred CNs, actors adapt their behaviour to others
and engage in activities that require group coordination and, like in-
formation sharing-centred CNs, the information is codified, abstract and
diffused (Spagnoletti et al., 2015). Consequently, many of the inter-
ventions previously presented may also support collaboration me-
chanisms. In this way, in this section we only add a few more inter-
ventions for the generative mechanism of collaboration:

Design proposition 2: In the context of IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation
processes of SMEs with the support of digital platforms (C), by performing different
interventions (I¢; to Igs), following generative mechanisms of collaboration (M),
will help to deliver specific Outcomes (O¢; to Ocs).

C: IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation processes of SMEs with the support of

digital platforms

Encouraging a fully interac-

tive and digital multilateral

communication between its
members, by including chat
services, discussion groups
and online forums;

Ico: Having a restricted area with
private groups for each sub-
sector of the IBA;

Ici: Mc:

Collaboration

Oci: Improve synchronous and
asynchronous communication
among the members of the IBA
and foster the share of informa-
tion and ideas related with in-
ternationalisation;

Oc2: Potentiate the sharing of
information and sharing of ex-
periences of internationalisation
among members;

Ocs: Encourage the sharing of
experiences about international
markets, in a more informal way
and by personal contact;

Oc4: Improve the provision of
market intelligence services by
the IBA and potentiate different
types of collaborations;

=

: Promoting more events wh-
ere foreign companies or m-
embers can share their stor-
ies and experiences;

: Developing roadmappings t-
hat are a combination of sk-
ills mapping (competences
available in the IBA’s mem-
bers) and foresight (future
trends, future requirements,
potential partnerships, pro-
spective markets and com-
petences needed);

Ics: Having a marketplace for the

placement of offers and ma-

rket opportunities from for-
eign entities and clients.

Ocs: Foster matchmaking pro-
cesses and allow users to apply
and pursue new opportunities for
international expansion.

DP2-C1: fully interactive multilateral communication among
members | (Brouthers et al., 2016) explain the functioning of ibusiness
firms. This new type of firm results from the continuous advancements
in information and communication technologies and are considered as
“firms that offer a digital platform that allows users to interact with each
other and generate value through user co-creation of content” (Brouthers
et al., 2016). Regarding the types of communication in such firms,
ibusiness firms encourage strong and fully interactive multilateral
communication between its users in the interactive platform, instead of
only a two-way (non-interactive) communication or reactive (quasi-
interactive) communication. This means that ideas and information are
shared between users to create collaborations and generate user value.
In our opinion, besides its role as a Network Administrative Organisa-
tion, an IBA should also be more like an ibusiness firm, in order to
increase value and collaborations between members in inter-
nationalisation processes.

Therefore, besides the communication that can be improved
through social network services, which provide tools to support parti-
cipant communication, such as email, message boards, or chatrooms
(Lee, Vogel, & Limayem, 2003), a digital platform should support a
much wider communication system to foster collaboration-centred CNs
of internationalisation. (Cremona et al., 2014) show that DPs may im-
prove synchronous and asynchronous communication among a network
of companies. A chat service, activated for users connected to the digital
platform, can enable a synchronous communication between two or
more companies. Discussion groups and online forums should also be
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used for asynchronous communication and by sharing information in
thematic groups or by posting information, insert multimedia objects
(images and videos) or attach different types of files.

DP2-C2: restricted areas | Our case study allows us to realise the
content for the ideas and information flows to be shared by members of
the IBA. The interviewed companies indicate the type of information to
support internationalisation that they are willing to share with or that
they want from other members in a digital platform:

® Bad experiences in specific foreign markets (e.g. “a specific client
does not pay” or “this client or agent already gave me this pro-
blem”). Unsurprisingly, the good ones they will not share because
they do not want to give information on their good clients and good
contacts to others;

o Difficulties and barriers found in specific countries, in order for
others to avoid making the same errors;

® Experiences, processes and lessons learned in each market;

Own detailed data, such as product typology, business sector,

commercial contacts, market segments, and countries where they

are inserted, to increase the visibility and the possibility of creating
more contacts and more collaborations with other members of the

IBA;

e Short-term and long-term strategies and visions, to understand if
some specific member can be a potential partner for future inter-
nationalisation growth and to know the future markets for invest-
ment.

To tackle problems of lack of cooperative and collaborative men-
talities in companies (confirmed by our interviews), a possible idea
could be to join companies and members that have interest in colla-
borating and sharing this type of experiences and information, by
creating private groups or restricted areas in the digital platform. By
doing this, only the companies with a real interest in collaborating
could have access to that information and could potentiate the in-
formation flows among them. Due to the clear differences in terms of
processes, services and products between each sub-sector that compose
the textile IBA, the interviewees think that it is difficult to share in-
formation and experiences about internationalisation with other sub-
sectors. Therefore, another digital platform feature could be the es-
tablishment of restricted areas for each sub-sector of the IBA, where
companies could enter and access information only about their re-
spective sub-sectors.

DP2-C3: personal contact and events | Some interviewees state
that the collaboration can happen not only by means of technology but
also through more informal and by personal contacts in events, to
create a network of people who really want to be part of such colla-
borative processes. Some suggestions for promoting the sharing of ex-
periences is for the IBA to organise more events, by inviting foreign
companies or own members to share a story or an experience in a
specific market and then to create potential synergies for collaboration.

DP2-C4: roadmappings | (Limmer-Gamp, Kergel, & Nerger, 2014)
develop a service portfolio for the strategic promotion of cross-sectoral
collaboration to support the development of new value chains across
industrial sectors. They explain that before reaching the stage of de-
veloping projects in collaboration, two types of services are needed:
market intelligence services and matchmaking services. Following their
recommendations, we suggest a new collaboration feature for the di-
gital platform, for the creation of roadmapping strategies to improve
the provision of market intelligence services. We consider here road-
mapping as a combination of skills/competence mapping (understand
the competences available in the IBA’s members) and foresight (future
trends, prospective markets and competences needed). The results of a
roadmapping can normally contribute for the compilation of informa-
tion for the market intelligence (Ldmmer-Gamp, Kocker et al., 2014)
and can certainly have a strong impact on the overall strategy of the
IBA, by setting up both a relevant internationalisation and general
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future strategy and innovation agenda. Therefore, the role of the IBA
here is to moderate, run and publish this roadmapping, in close colla-
boration with its members and with other partner institutions. Such
roadmapping may allow the identification of future inter-sectoral and
cross-border cooperation in new areas of internationalisation related to
the respective industrial sector. Missing competencies may also be
identified, as well as possible partnerships that can bridge the identified
gaps.

DP2-C5: digital marketplace - opportunities from external
sources | To stimulate more collaboration-centred online social inter-
actions of associate companies, IBAs could also provide more business
matchmaking services, facilitated by the creation of new features in the
digital platform. The meetings, workshops, trade fairs and trade mis-
sions promoted, as well as having a detailed business directory (already
mentioned before), can already enable this matchmaking among
members. However, our empirical studies and interviews also show that
both IBAs and SME:s see a digital platform as a potential tool to provide
an updated and diversified offer of foreign market opportunities for
both increasing internationalisation and facilitating matchmaking pro-
cesses. Therefore, this new feature could be a marketplace for the
placement of offers and market opportunities, where the IBA is the main
responsible to feed with new information this part of the digital plat-
form. Many foreign entities and clients usually contact an IBA, asking
for suppliers or distributors within its members. Thus, this information
of opportunities from external sources that the IBA receives could be
displayed in the digital platform through messages like “the client X is
interested in the product or service Y”. Having access to such in-
formation, its members could apply and contact other interested parties
for pursue a specific opportunity for international expansion. Finally,
this feature of the digital platform could also allow users to receive
notifications on new information or new opportunities from this mar-
ketplace.

5.3. Collective action generative mechanism

In the case of collective action-centred CNs, there is a close co-
ordination between actors, following a common goal and common rules
established by the group members. Here, the information shared is not
only abstract but also concrete, uncodified and relatively diffused
(Spagnoletti et al., 2015). In this section, we present additional inter-
ventions for the generative mechanism of collective action:

Design proposition 3: In the context of IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation
processes of SMEs with the support of digital platforms (C), by performing different
interventions (Ica; to Icas), following generative mechanisms of collective action
(Mca), will help to deliver specific Outcomes (Oca; to Ocas).

C: IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation processes of SMEs with the support of
digital platforms

Ica1: Providing advanced com-
munication features;

Mca:
Collective

Oca1: Allow to manage the access
to shared resources, together with
synchronous and asynchronous
communication;

Ocaz: Facilitate decisions (partner
selection, entry mode selection,
and foreign market selection) and
the management of collective ac-
tions in CNs for internationalisa-
tion;

Ocas: Allow large companies or
international experienced compa-
nies to subcontract services from
smaller companies or less experi-
enced companies of the IBA, in-
creasing the international activ-
ities of SMEs.

Ocaq: Let other members to apply
to those opportunities for in-
creasing their international activ-
ities, produce an added value and
benefit for both parts interested,

action

Icaz: Developing collaborative d-
ecision-making models and
approaches;

Icas: Including subcontracting se-
rvices;

Icaq: Allowing members to insert
and feed the digital market-
place with information about
internationalisation
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and create an incentive for mem-
bers to use the digital platform;
Ocas: Allow members to share
available storage space in parti-
cular warehouses or to share
transportation capacities and
routes, promoting collaborative
advantages in terms of costs and
optimisation of resources for a
proper international expansion
and sharing economy.

opportunities from their con-
tacts and clients;

Icas: Including logistics services
of warehouse sharing and tr-
ansportation sharing.

DP3-CA1l: advanced communication features | For the commu-
nication part in collective action activities, besides the other proposed
interventions for improving communication presented in the previous
sections, here we only adapt the suggestion of (Spagnoletti et al., 2015)
for the digital platform to have advanced features that can allow to
manage the access to shared resources and to allow both synchronous
and asynchronous communication to support the formation and con-
tinuous evolution of CNs. As demonstrated by these authors, these
communication mechanisms for collective action are relevant to ensure
convergence and conveyance.

DP3-CA2: collaborative decision-making | (Spagnoletti et al.,
2015) also argue that having advanced communication features in DPs
could also support collective decision-making processes. (Costa, Soares
et al., 2016) also conclude that the development of collaborative de-
cision-making models and approaches is an important requirement for
SMEs to manage collaborations in international strategies, mainly for
the selection of partners, entry modes and foreign markets.

DP3-CA3: subcontracting services | To stimulate more collective
action-centred online social interactions of associate companies, and
based on the suggestions from our case study, the digital platform could
have a feature that allows subcontracting services between companies.
Depending on the industrial sector, with our interviews with IBAs from
different sectors, we understand that in some cases, only a small per-
centage or only large enterprises have the capacity to successfully in-
ternationalise. Thus, in those cases, the given suggestion is to create a
feature that could allow a market of buy and sell between companies of
the same sector. In addition, it could be done a collection of the ca-
pacities of each member to reach the ideal situation of having the needs
from large companies, contrasted with the capacity from the small
companies. Other interviewees also suggest subcontracting services of
external companies, in cases of not finding the right resources within
the IBA. Therefore, we are talking here about two types of sub-
contracting services: (i) between members of the same IBA; or (ii) of
external companies.

DP3-CA4: digital marketplace - opportunities from members |
The subcontracting services could be easily connected with the mar-
ketplace mentioned in the previous section. Very often, in some specific
sectors, a member of an IBA receives an order from an international
client and has no productive capacity to satisfy the order. In these cases,
a company may resort to its competition, independently of the size of
the competitor, to meeting the order and to deliver the material or
product in time. Therefore, instead of only having internationalisation
opportunities from external sources that are inserted by the IBA, con-
crete opportunities posted by members could also be added to the di-
gital marketplace. This situation can not only foster members to also
share information in the digital platform but also increase the sharing of
resources and collective actions in internationalisation. With these new
findings, we can have two new types of situations:

e “Ineed X to meet an order or demand of client Y” - a member shares
the information and need of a client of interest and does not have
the capacity to fulfil its demand alone; at the moment, the member
has interest in the client and wants to collaborate with other
members;

e “There is a client that needs the material or product X” — a member
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shares the information and need of a client but has no interest or
capacity to meet the demands of that client; at the moment, the
member has no interest in the client and is sharing the opportunity
for other members.

In both situations, members and users of the digital platform could
feed this part of the marketplace with their own information or with
information of opportunities that they receive from external sources. At
the end, each member may either insert or apply to specific interna-
tional business opportunities, which can increase directly or indirectly
their international activities and can create a feature of demand and
supply of internationalisation services. According to the interviewees,
this is the type of information that seems more realistic to share with
other members (instead of the previous experiences in markets) because
it creates a real need and benefit for both parts interested. This feature
could also meet one of the main requirements mentioned by IBAs (Costa
et al., 2019) of creating features in a digital platform that can add a real
value for the members and that create an incentive for companies to use
such tools.

DP3-CA5: logistics sharing services | A few companies and IBAs
mention that one of the main difficulties in internationalisation pro-
cesses is the logistics and transportation of materials and products. A
typical problem is related with the lack of warehouses to save materials.
Therefore, a feature for logistics services could allow a member to post
detailed information about the available space in one of its warehouses
that exists in a particular country, such as its location, available storage
space, or type of warehouse. Having access to this information in the
digital platform, other members could decide to start exporting to a
new country using a shared warehouse from another member of the
IBA, allowing collective action processes. (Reitmaier, Ou, Tsai, &
Sanchez, 2017) also provides scenarios of warehouse sharing in DPs for
improving supply chain operations of SMEs, based on a sharing
economy.

Another typical logistics problem is related with routes that have
empty trucks. Therefore, a member of an IBA could also insert in a
digital platform detailed information about a route or transportation,
such as information about destinations, transportation modes, delivery
frequency, and delivery times. An example can be to share information
about a specific route that one of its trucks usually performs without
materials or with some space available for transporting other materials.
In this case, another member can enter in contact with this company
and share transportation modes for matching routes or destinations. All
these logistics services could provide clear collaborative advantages in
terms of costs and optimisation of resources. The study of (Reitmaier
et al., 2017) also provides scenarios of transportation sharing in DPs for
improving supply chain operations of SMEs.

6. Evaluation

Due to time and financial constraints, this project did not evaluate
the design theory based on the actual implementation of the proposed
design propositions and artifact. Instead, the utility of the design pro-
positions was evaluated by interviews with eight experts and IBAs, six
in Portugal and two in the UK, as a way to anticipate the actual vali-
dation of the artifact and provide some preliminary feedback on the
design propositions. The results are presented in Table 6.

In general, the feedback concerning the importance of the proposed
interventions was very positive. The interviewees seemed enthusiastic
and even surprised by some of the proposed interventions, because
some represented ideas they had not yet thought of. The majority were
classified as “4 - Very important” and “5 - Extremely important” by the
interviewees. There are some cases where the classification was lower
(2 and 3), mainly because of particular interventions that do not fit well
in certain industrial sectors. For example, DP3-CA3 and DP3-CA4
concern to have subcontracting services inside the IBA. In the case of
V4, a classification of “2 — Slightly important” was given to those design



E. Costa, et al.

Table 6
Feedback on the design propositions.
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Level of it

Ease of implementation

Design v3 va V5

proposition

va

V6 v8

DP1-151
DP1-152
DP1-1S3 eooe
DP1-154
DP1-1S5
DP1-IS6
DP1-IS7
DP2-C1
DP2-C2
DP2-C3
DP2-C4
DP2-CS
DP3-CAL
DP3-CA2
DP3-CA3 sseee
DP3-CA4
DP3-CAS

Ease of implementation:
(1= Very difficult)
(2 = Moderately difficult)
sss (3= Neither easy nor difficult)
esee (4= Moderately easy)
----- (5 = Very easy)

Level of importance:
(1= Not at all important)
(2 = Slightly important)
+ (3= Moderately important)
sese (4 = Very important)
..... (5 = Extremely important)

propositions because companies of the particular sector of this IBA tend
to not subcontract services to other members or to other external
companies.

Regarding the ease of implementation, we were already expecting
lower classifications, meaning that some interventions may be difficult
to implement by IBAs, mainly considering the actual situation.
Nevertheless, evaluating this factor of the implementation was im-
portant for us to get a sense from the perspective of potential DPs
managers, as well as to help triggering their minds for thinking about
new ideas that can meet the internationalisation needs of their mem-
bers.

7. Discussion

Moving on to the discussion of the design propositions, we can start
with the sharing of information by SMEs. In theory, fostering members
of an IBA to share information about their experiences in foreign
markets could help others in overcoming barriers and learning to avoid
making the same errors. But the reality can be different, mostly because
of the current panorama. Considering the interviews from our case
study and with these new interviews of the evaluation, the conclusion is
that, in some cases, SMEs would not have any problem of sharing in-
formation in a digital platform, because they are more dynamic com-
panies that are confident on the quality of their products and services
and who state that are not afraid of the competition. However, on the
other hand, specifically in traditional industrial sectors such as the
textile or footwear industry, we still assist a lack of cooperative and
collaborative mentalities, with many companies being afraid and re-
luctant in sharing their information and knowledge with others. Almost
everyone state that the main problem is related with the “Portuguese
mentality”, where companies tend to see other national companies as
their competitors, instead of potential partners to achieve better results
in international trade activities. One interviewee stated that business
deals are many times lost because companies do not talk to each other.

Accordingly, most of the design propositions that imply SMEs to
share their information or experiences in DPs were classified by IBAs as,
from one side, being very important but, from other side, of difficult
implementation, as they believe that SMEs are still not ready to take
this step. Before going to such levels of collaboration and collective
action, the mentality of companies has to change and IBAs should make
an additional effort to foster information flows and to start with the
lower level of promoting the information sharing among members. Chat
services, discussion groups and online forums (DP2-IC1), both through
social network services and using a digital platform, seems to be a
simple first test to achieve that.

The proposed logistics services of warehouse and transportation
sharing (DP3-CA5) were some of the interventions that generated more
interest from the IBAs. For most of them, these services are very
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important because one of the main problems that companies face in
their internationalisation is exactly related with logistics and trans-
portation costs. Although aware of the difficulties to their digital im-
plementation (as again it requires SMEs to share their information with
others), this is seen as being crucial for the resource and cost optimi-
sation in the SME internationalisation. To stress out that the purpose of
the digital platform here is to provide this logistics information to all
members and to facilitate the contact and collective actions among
them. All the subsequent decisions and negotiations are of the respon-
sibility of each member. Companies sharing information about their
specific orders and opportunities (DP3-CA3), warehouse capacities
(DP3-CAS5), transportation routes and capacities (DP3-CA5) seems more
realistic for the interviewees, in comparison with the sharing of in-
formation about opportunities for other members (DP3-CA4). The first
ones have a direct purpose and impact in the activities of companies, so
there are higher probabilities of members to share their information.
The latter would be also interesting, but the reality is that companies
currently do not act like that, i.e. it is rare to have situations where a
member approaches the IBA saying “I have received an opportunity, but
it is not for me or I am not interested in it, so you can share this op-
portunity with other members”. Again, it is a matter of changing minds
in companies and showing them the benefits of proceeding like that, in
a win-win logic of “if you share opportunities to others, others can also
share opportunities for you, and everyone wins”.

Additionally, based on the feedback obtained in this evaluation,
some design propositions should be reformulated, and new ones gen-
erated. For the interactive directory of members (DP1-IS2), although
most agree with an open directory, some interviewees contend that this
should be closed, only for the IBA and its members, as some companies
do not want to have their information accessible to all. Therefore, we
reformulate this design proposition:

DP1-1S2: In the context of IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation processes of
SMESs with the support of digital platforms (C), by having an interactive directory
of members, with the possibility of being open or closed, with organised and
detailed information about each member and each sub-sector (I;s»), following
generative mechanisms of information sharing (Mjs), will facilitate internal and
external matchmaking processes and increase the visibility of each member for
stakeholders in international markets (Oys2)

For the feature of trade fairs and trade missions in a digital platform
(DP1-IS5), there was one IBA that gave two different classifications for
this design proposition. The system of online registration to each event
is seen as interesting and important (4) and of easy implementation (5).
However, the communication component (“allow members to contact
with each other”) or having the results of the feedback about each trade
fair, open to all other members or available to the public, will have
another classification (3;3 respectively). The justification provided was
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that, for the first one, the personal contact is preferred by companies
and, for the second one, at the maximum it can be general tips for a
particular trade fair. Nevertheless, we maintain this design proposition
at it is now, as other interviewees showed interest in having such fea-
tures.

The intervention proposed for DP3-CAl “Providing advanced com-
munication features” was not clear to all interviewees, as it is a more
general intervention. To avoid future misinterpretation, we reformulate
this design proposition by specifying examples of what can be advanced
tools for communication:

DP3-CA1: In the context of IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation processes of
SMEs with the support of digital platforms (C), by providing advanced commu-
nication features such as shared calendars, video chats, and shared repositories of
concrete and uncodified information (Ica;), following generative mechanisms of
collective action (Mc,a), will allow to manage the access to shared resources,
together with synchronous and asynchronous communication (Oga1).

Finally, new design propositions are added, based on the sugges-
tions given in this evaluation. In DP1-IS4 (information management),
for the stage of information dissemination and information utilisation,
by focusing at one of the main information needs of SMEs from our case
study, we suggest providing access to detailed databases of potential
agents in each foreign trade country. This specific intervention was also
often mentioned in the evaluation. However, this feature is not ex-
plicitly enunciated in the description of the intervention for DP1-IS4
“Managing and supporting the whole information lifecycle (information
sources, information acquisition, information dissemination, and in-
formation utilisation)”. Accordingly, we decided to separate these
specific interventions, by proposing the inclusion of different types of
databases:

DP1-IS8: In the context of IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation processes of
SMEs with the support of digital platforms (C), by having detailed databases of
agents, distributors, suppliers and clients (I;sg), following generative mechanisms
of information sharing (M;s), will add a real value and create an incentive for
accessing the digital platform (Oygg).

A new design proposition is also added to the collective action,
which relates to office sharing and flexible workspaces:

DP3-CA6: In the context of IBAs seeking to improve internationalisation processes of
SMEs with the support of digital platforms (C), by including services of office
sharing and flexible workspaces (Icas), following generative mechanisms of co-
llective action (Mca), will allow members to share available offices spaces or
desks and promote collaborative advantages in terms of costs and optimisation of
resources for a proper international expansion and sharing economy (Ocae)-

This new design proposition was proposed by one IBA, as many
times members contact this IBA to know any available office space or
desk in a particular foreign country. This could be useful for SMEs
looking for flexible workspaces to internationalise to a certain country,
and for meetings with potential clients and agents. Different companies
have been created in the market to offer this type of services.
Nonetheless, including such services inside the IBA could potentiate
synergies among an already established network of companies.

7.1. Contributions to theory and theoretical implications

This research contributes to the design theory of Digital Platforms
by putting forward a specialization, for a specific class of problems/
opportunities, of the general design propositions found in literature.
The goal is the transformation of IBAs in collaborative networks,
through the creation and evolution of online communities supported by
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Digital Platforms.

Design propositions can bring new design knowledge and can ela-
borate on reliable design principles on DPs, contributing with propo-
sitions translated into tangible and concrete requirements and cap-
abilities, situated in a specific context and empirical setting. The
adoption of a sociotechnical perspective can also represent an im-
portant theoretical contribution, as we are dealing with a larger so-
ciotechnical ecosystem for studying DPs, composed by the multi-actor
setting of IBAs and SMEs, together with their involved social interaction
mechanisms. With this approach, we can understand the needs and the
requirements of multiple distributed actors with divergent goals in
which the digital platform is to be designed.

As suggested by (Dutot et al., 2014) research should seek a deeper
understanding of how SMEs develop their IT capabilities based on
different internationalization strategies. Adding their business partners’
perspective could also be important in better understanding the inter-
nationalization strategies of SMEs. Our research contributed to under-
stand more comprehensively the needs in information sharing, colla-
boration and collective action of networks of SMEs managed by IBAs
regarding internationalization and, in more detail, the general design
requirements for Digital Platforms structured around those mechan-
isms.

Finally, our research design contributes for the Design Science
Research knowledge, as the artifact represents an improvement (Gregor
& Hevner, 2013), and the design propositions try to represent new so-
lutions for known problems of the SME internationalisation.

7.2. Implications for practice

The results of this research can pave the way to a systematic process
of deriving specific and detailed design requirements for future digital
platform-based information systems for individual IBAs. This process
will be based on the data collected, analyzed and structured in design
propositions according to the CIMO logic. Fig. 3 shows the general
approach in which the results of our research are applied in supporting
the requirements engineering process through a DPI design aid derived
from the DPI design theory framework. The most relevant advantage of
this conceptual (and, eventually, semi-automated tool), is to improve
the relevance and precision of the detailed requirements generated by
the analysts for this class of DP.

At this point, we can say that the approach depicted in Fig. 3 sug-
gests that it can be generalized to digital platforms with goals other
than supporting the internationalisation of SMEs. Contexts involving
any kind of a collaborative network of organisations e.g., “regional
clusters fostering circular economy” or “innovation networks for social
change” will need to develop online communities to achieve their goals,
being the digital platform concept and technology the most effective
instrument nowadays. These will benefit from this approach as the
mechanisms of information sharing, collaboration and collective action
are invariant (in our theory) as well as the structure of the CIMO-based
design propositions. However, Identifying and structuring the inter-
ventions and outcomes is always empirical. Either a new study similar
to this one is made, or some king of lighter approach can eventually be
devised.

The design propositions can help IBAs, researchers and practitioners
in designing and obtaining more effective collaborative DPs and so-
ciotechnical systems to support the internationalisation needs of SMEs.
By effective DPs we mean DPs that support different types of CNs and
social interaction mechanisms. The detailed digital platform’s features
for this particular organizational context can allow platform designers
to develop technology to meet the requirements of companies in in-
ternationalisation activities.

Regarding the impact on the internationalisation processes, (Dutot
et al.,, 2014) observed that SMEs adopting a more complex form of
internationalisation have more developed IT capabilities. By endowing
IBAs with the capability to provide advanced IT services to their
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Fig. 3. Application of the Design Theory framework to inform and support a DPI design process.

associated SMEs, more effective internationalisation processes can be
put in place both individually and in collaboration. The results from our
research contribute to lower the barriers in adopting digital platforms
by IBAs, allowing them to develop advanced and effective IT services
supporting several modes of internationalisation.

7.3. Limitations and further research

Due to time and financial constraints, this project did not evaluate
the design theory based on the actual implementation of the proposed
design propositions and artifact, which represents the main limitation
of the study.

The current enactment of the design theory framework presents a
one-to-one relationship between outcomes and interventions, for a
given generative mechanism and context. This is a simplification of
reality and a limitation to the analysis. In fact, an outcome can be
triggered by a combination of interventions and an intervention can
trigger several outcomes. Further research will be needed to expand the
design theory framework towards full relationship types.

Due to differences in terms of resources, capacities and size that may
exist in the universe of IBAs, some proposed interventions may not be
applied or may be very difficult to implement by some of those orga-
nizations. However, our contribution here was to explore and present
different kinds of interventions that may require more basic or more
complex resources. Then, it is up to each IBA to use the knowledge
generated in this study according to their strategy and capabilities.

The methodological approach used in this research is qualitative,
which can normally imply some additional difficulties in generalising
the findings. Although we consider we have a good sample of inter-
viewed companies for a qualitative research, we are also aware that
further developments of this work may also require research in a more
quantitative basis, as a way to complement the obtained qualitative
insights.

Future research opportunities exist in advancing design theories on
DPs for this specific context of internationalisation, or in developing
new theories for new specific organisational contexts. More applied and
practical research using the CIMO-logic could be developed, in order to
further strengthen the role of this method in the current literature.
Finally, future research could also be developed by translating our
design propositions into specific requirements to validate the design
propositions, and to develop and implement DPs in practice.

15

8. Conclusion

Following a DSR approach, new design principles and a new artifact
were proposed and evaluated in this study, in the form of design pro-
positions. The CIMO-logic proved to be a useful framework for pre-
senting and structuring this artifact. Three general design propositions,
together with the associated interventions and mechanisms, were pro-
posed for the context of IBAs to improve SME internationalisation with
DPs, to produce particular outcomes. These design propositions were
developed by balancing existing theoretical knowledge on DPs, IBAs,
CNs and internationalisation of SMEs, with new empirical knowledge
obtained with several exploratory studies and one single case study. In
total, 25 IBAs and 19 companies from Portugal, UK, and France, were
interviewed for this study.

The utility of the design propositions was also evaluated by eight
Portuguese and British IBAs from different industrial sectors. Results
showed that most of the design propositions can bring a potential im-
pact to the internationalisation support activities of IBAs. New design
propositions were also added with this feedback process, and minor
changes in the final design propositions were made.

Due to time and financial constraints, this project did not evaluate
the design theory based on the actual implementation of the proposed
design propositions and artifact, which represents the main limitation
of the study. Further research will be needed to expand the design
theory framework towards full relationship types, by a combination of
interventions that can trigger multiple outcomes. In addition, an eva-
luation of the actual impact of the implementation of the design pro-
positions in practice will also be needed in further developments of this
study.
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