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Internationalization Process of 
Innovative SMEs in Lebanon:
An Analysis with a Conceptual Model

ABSTRACT

This chapter aims to highlight the relationship between innovation and internationalization in the context 
of international development of Lebanese innovative SMEs. The problems of the commitment of these 
SMEs in a process of internationalization is relevant in the Mediterranean countries in general and 
Lebanon in particular, but few empirical studies have been done so far to understand their international 
development (Ramadan, 2008; Ramadan and Levratto, 2011). The role of key factors such as size, age, 
international cooperation and strategic planning in the international development of Lebanese SMEs has 
rarely been comprehensively studied. Motivated by the literature that establishes a positive relationship 
between innovation and internationalization, this study presents a research proposal on these SMEs to 
bring out certain variables that characterize them. Moreover, the aim of the study is to verify the effect 
of the above factors and integrates into schools of thought that attempt to demonstrate that the interna-
tional development of SMEs is influenced by a context that must be identified in the case of Lebanon.

INTRODUCTION

The reduction of trade barriers, the acceleration of 
business opportunities and increased competition 
(Nummela, 2004) characteristics of globalization 
have led companies and countries to adapt to this 
new context. Henceforth, a growing number of 
companies looking for larger markets, to achieve 
economies of scale, develop new products, reduce 
production costs, new markets etc. Although this 

opening can sometimes endanger their existence 
insofar as it is often accompanied by new threats 
and additional risk, it is considered by economists, 
entrepreneurs themselves and public institutions 
as a condition sine qua non of their competitive-
ness, but also for their survival.

SMEs do not escape this logic. The attention 
given to internationalization (OECD, 2004) is 
proportional to their contribution to the activity 
and the creation of economic growth. SMEs are 
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universally regarded as one of the main forces of 
economic development due to their contribution 
to the creation of wealth and jobs in both OECD 
countries and in developing countries (Ramadan 
and Levratto, 2011). In this context, SMEs are 
required to be constantly updated as to the current 
knowledge for innovation. It is certainly recog-
nized to SMEs to be flexible and innovative. But 
this flexibility and innovations had, until recent 
years, local significance. The importance of the 
link between innovation and international develop-
ment of SMEs is a key element for competitive-
ness. This relationship emphasizes the potential 
of the technological capacity of SMEs through 
their participation in a cooperation between 
businesses at the local, national, international 
and higher institutes of education and research 
(Ramadan, 2008).

The problematic of the commitment of innova-
tive SMEs in a process of internationalization is a 
current interest in the Mediterranean countries in 
general and Lebanon in particular, but few empiri-
cal studies have been made so far to understand 
their international development (Ramadan, 2008; 
Ramadan and Levratto, 2011). The role of key 
factors such as size, age, international coopera-
tion and strategic planning in the international 
development of Lebanese SMEs rarely been the 
subject of a comprehensive study. Motivated by 
the literature that establishes a positive relation-
ship between innovation and internationalization 
(Le Roy et Torrès, 2008), this study presents a 
research proposal on Lebanese innovative SMEs 
to bring out certain variables that characterizes 
them. Furthermore, the goal of our study is to verify 
the effect of the above factors and integrates into 
currents of thought that attempt to demonstrate 
that the international development of SMEs is 
influenced by a context that we must identify in 
the case of Lebanon.

In order to gain a more comprehensive view 
of the problem studied, the theoretical framework 
developed in this paper presented our own con-
ceptualization of the internationalization process 

to the Lebanese SMEs. The possible specificity 
of the internationalization of these companies is 
a question to be asked. That is why through this 
communication our ambition to take the first 
steps for a study on the articulation innovation-
internationalization of Lebanese SMEs.

In examining this relationship, innovation is 
an important aspect in the prosperity of innova-
tive SMEs (Le Roy and Torrès, 2000). However 
would there be a role of the size of innovative 
SMEs in their internationalization? What is the 
profile of innovative SMEs that internationalize? 
Is that all innovative SMEs are internationalized 
to ensure their survival? International cooperation 
of innovative SMEs is an asset for innovation and 
internationalization? These are preferred questions 
in the specific context of Lebanese SMEs.

The research is organized as follows. In the first 
section, we discuss the main theoretical and em-
pirical work that has been done on the internation-
alization of SMEs. The second section, we review 
the relationship innovation-internationalization. A 
conceptual framework based on existing literature 
that reflects our personal reading of the issue 
raised in the Lebanese context in the third section. 
Finally, the last section tests the robustness of the 
assumptions concerning the internationalization 
of innovative SMEs in the Lebanese case.

1. THE INTERNATIONALIZATION 
OF SMEs: A LITERATURE REVIEW

The internationalization of SMEs is not easily 
explained by a single theory because it is enor-
mous and a dynamic phenomenon (Phiri, Jones 
and Wheeler, 2004; Matthyssens and Axinn, 
2002) to be included in a single framework. 
This complexity, in the first instance, leads 
to reduce internationalization to only export 
issue. However, in agreement with recent 
work on the subject (Perrault and St-Pierre, 
2008; Julien, 2008), the exclusive focus of the 
internationalization of the practice of export 
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