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Environmental Scanning in
Globally Oriented Small Businesses:
Practices Suggested by Managers1

By
Jean-Marie Nkongolo-Bakenda

University of Regina, Canada

This paper identifies information sources and practices of environ-
mental scanning preferred by managers of globally oriented small
and medium-sized enterprises (GOSMEs). Data were collected
using a Delphi technique and were analysed by NUD*IST software
and the Homogeneity Analysis technique. Major findings indicate
that although managers of GOSMEs generally prefer external and
personal sources in their environment scanning process, contingent
conditions related to the industry, the organization and the owner-
manager guide the choice of appropriate information source and
the need to scan systematically each sector of the environment.
Statistical relationships were identified, and these relationships
allowed the formulation of general propositions that could be help-
ful for practice and research in GOSMEs. The paper concludes that
the manager’s need to scan systematically a specific sector of the
environment and the information source the firm might use are
dependent on the level of uncertainty aroused by this sector, the
amount of pertinent information the source has, and its accessibil-
ity by the firm.
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INTRODUCTION
In an age of market globalization, enterprises see many areas of the plan-

et as a target destination for their products, a possible source of supplies, and a
possible source of competitors likely to invade their markets (Murphy, Daley,
and Dalemberg, 1991; Agmon and Drobnick, 1994). In recent years, it has been
observed that doing business in many countries is no longer an option limited
to large companies. Some small and medium-sized firms extend their activities
to many countries and a few are even considered worldwide leaders in their
areas of activity (Simon, 1990; 1996). In the new integrating global environ-
ment, however, Etemad and Wright (1999: 4) affirm: “entrepreneurs and
emerging businesses must learn about global business to thrive alongside larg-
er firms already in the international marketplace.” These authors assert that
managers of small firms must leverage their sources of competitive advantage
“to compensate for the disadvantages of constrained resources, limited access
to international markets, and general inexperience in international operations to
perform successfully in international markets.”

Firms that operate globally face an increased challenge to identify, gath-
er, sort, and analyze pertinent information needed for forming, monitoring,
evaluating, and modifying successful strategy (Montgomery and Weinberg,
1998). According to Vernon-Wortzel and Wortzel (1997: 541), “the ability to
collect, process, analyze, and disseminate information within the firm has
become an important component of competitive advantage” in a global firm.
Some scholars had observed in their studies that successful firms systematical-
ly use professionals to collect and organize methodically pertinent information
about the external world. (Miller, DeMeyer, and Nakane, 1992; O’Guin and
Ogilive, 2001). Others, such as Preble, Rau, and Reichel (1988), have observed
that information collected by staff members in subsidiaries located abroad is the
preferred source for many multinationals. The use of professionals or sub-
sidiaries is particularly difficult for globally oriented small and medium-sized
enterprises (GOSMEs), given their more limited resources (Earl and Feeny,
1995; Miller, DeMeyer, and Nakane, 1992) and the lack of subsidiaries in the
majority of foreign countries where they are operating (Burgel and Murray,
2000). Therefore, it should not be surprising that the search for pertinent infor-
mation be recognized as a bottleneck in the international activities of SMEs
(Karagozoglu and Lindell, 1998).

The purpose of this study is to answer the following questions: what
information sources and methods can GOSMEs use to become and remain
informed about the issues essential to their activities? What factors related to
the industry, the organization and the owner-manager’s characteristics can
explain the choices that different GOSMEs make and the practices they adopt
in their environmental scanning?

The term “globally oriented small and medium-sized enterprise”
(GOSME) is used in this study for an independent (not a subsidiary) company
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with less than 500 employees, that is managed by owner(s), and is doing busi-
ness in at least two foreign countries located in two (or more) of the three pri-
mary and distinct regional markets, including North America, Europe, and Asia
(Ohmae, 1985; Porter, 1986, Barlett and Ghoshal, 1989). Such firms have been
called “world class SMEs” (Paradas and Torrès, 1996) and “hidden champions”
(Simon, 1990; 1996). Such an SME is not only international, but it competes
on a worldwide basis (Barlett and Ghoshal, 1989, Simon, 1990; 1996). 

Studies of environmental scanning have dealt with the identification of
information sources, characteristics of scanning practices and the identification
of factors explaining scanning practices. 

With respect to information sources characteristics, many studies have
observed that managers of SMEs more frequently use sources that are person-
al (Specht, 1987), external (Johnson and Kuehn, 1987), and informal (Peterson,
1988; Smeltzer, Fann, and Nikolaisen, 1988).  By contrast, a study carried out
by Preble, Rau, and Reichel (1988) on large multinationals revealed that they
mainly used inside sources (professional staff in subsidiaries based abroad) to
get information.

Studies have identified two categories of complementary theories based
on characteristics of information sources: the trait theories and the social inter-
action theories (Webster and Trevino, 1995). Trait theories consider “media
selection to be a function of traits of the media and characteristics of the task”
(Carlson and Davis, 1998). Social interaction theories contend that media selec-
tion is influenced by social context (for example distance and time pressure)
and meaning conferred to media by managers according to their perception,
attitude and experience.

With reference to scanning practices, it has been observed that the fre-
quency and interest in scanning can be high or low (Hambrick; 1982; Sawyerr,
1993) and passive or active (Farh, Hoffman, and Hegarty, 1984). Firms can use
advanced or elementary scanning systems (Subramanian, Kumar, and Yauger,
1994) and formal or informal structures (Rinholm and Boag, 1987; Jennings
and Lumpkin, 1989).

Moving to factors explaining scanning practices, those most frequently
considered are related to the uncertainty of the environment, the firm and task
to be carried out, the manager, and the characteristics of information sources
(Carlson and Davis, 1998). Perceived strategic uncertainty was found to be a
predictor of the frequency and complexity with which top managers scan envi-
ronment sectors (Auster and Choo, 1994b; Boyd and Fulk, 1996). Other stud-
ies have found a link between information search activities and decision areas
or organizational designs (Auster and Choo, 1994a; Choudhury and Sampler,
1997; Pineda, Lerner, Miller, and Phillips; 1998; Whitfield, Lamont, and
Sambamurthy, 1996). The manager’s experience, specialization, personality,
and position within the firm have also been found as explanatory factors for
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scanning practices by some studies (Cooper, Folta, and Woo, 1995; Donckels
and Lambrecht, 1997; Lee and Heath, 1999; Thomas, Clark, and Gioia, 1993;
Zmud and Carlson, 1999).

Some researchers have explored the link between environmental scan-
ning and other organizational variables such as performance (Beal, 2000;
Subramanian, Kumar, and Yauger, 1994), strategy (Beal, 2000), innovation
(Hartman, Tower, and Sebora, 1994), and size of the firm (Johnson and Kuehn,
1987).

In the particular context of SMEs, Culnan (1983), for example, has found
that the frequency with which an SME used a given information source was
positively related to its perceived accessibility and the firm’s environmental
complexity. Kaish and Gilad (1991) have observed, however, that even if man-
agers of SMEs most frequently used personal and accessible information
sources, they tended to use a complementary variety of external and internal
sources. Lee and Heath (1999) found managers using richer media when keep-
ing up-to-date with technology and service issues rather than in tracking eco-
nomic and sociopolitical issues.

The use of broad categories of information sources, the examination of
one or two environmental sectors, and the lesser attention paid to the scope of
the operating market characterize the majority of previous studies on scanning
in SMEs. In most of the studies mentioned above, an SME’s environmental
scanning sources are described in broad categories such as personal sources
versus impersonal ones and external sources versus those that are internal
(Culnan, 1983; Jonhson and Kuehn, 1987; Kayes, 1995). Although these broad
categories allow an easy comparison with environmental scanning practices in
large businesses, they do not reveal the diversity of information sources and
means used by SMEs according to their contextual differences. Sometimes,
scanning activities are examined only for one sector of the environment such as
the technology (Raymond, Julien, and Ramangalahy, 2001). The importance of
environmental sectors may be different from one industry to another and from
time to time. Finally, with Cui (1992) as an exception, studies do not distin-
guish between SMEs operating domestically from those operating internation-
ally. Yet SMEs doing business in many countries are facing challenges
unknown to SMEs oriented only to domestic markets (Fombrun and Wally,
1992). Given that many globally oriented SMEs do not have subsidiaries
abroad, there is a need to identify their strategic environmental scanning
sources, focusing on the contingent nature of choices made by decision-makers
according to the industry, organization, and the characteristics of the owner-
manager.

In addition to this introduction, this paper will present a summary of the
methodology that a summary of results will follow. Thereafter, these results
will be discussed in the light of previous studies. Finally, some propositions
will be stated, followed by a conclusion.



Nkongolo-Bakenda

27

METHODOLOGY
To understand the environmental scanning practices of GOSMEs better,

owner-managers of international SMEs (independents, with less than 500
employees, no subsidiaries, managed by owners) from the Province of Quebec
(Canada) were chosen according to their recognized reputation in specialized
magazines dealing with business, the number of countries where they are doing
business (at least two foreign countries), and the relative success of their organ-
izations in recent years (above the average of the industry). Two consultations
that utilized an adapted form of Delphi decision-making technique (Dalkey,
1972, Nadeau, 1982) took place from June 1996 to February 1997. In the first
consultation, I faxed a questionnaire to 86 owner-managers previously contact-
ed by phone. Every respondent was invited to give information about his/her
industry, his/her organization, and himself/herself. Also, the respondent was
invited to suggest information sources that a firm like his/hers could use to get
information about different sectors of its activities in order to achieve sustain-
able success in the global marketplace.

Many scholars have used two or three dimensions related to the industri-
al environment, objective business-level criteria, and executive characteristics
in view of integrating environmental determinism and strategic choice per-
spectives in the process of strategic decision making (Hitt and Tyler, 1991;
Thomas, Clark, and Gioia, 1993; Zeffane and Cheek, 1994). In the current
study, the industry was described by five variables: the nature of the demand
(standardized or customized), the scope of the product use (specialized or gen-
eral use), the target market (industrial/institutional or end-user consumers), the
development stage (emerging or mature), and the level of technology intensity
(lower or higher). Perceptual measures were used for each variable according
to recommendations in previous studies (Harrigan, 1988; Easton, Burrell,
Rothschild, and Sherman, 1993; Nooteboom, 1994; Carter, Stearns, and
Reynolds, 1994). Indeed, the manager was invited to locate the standardization
or specialization level of his/her industry on a scale of 100. Thereafter, he had
to indicate if his/her primary product/service existed 5 years ago, was already
familiar to potential buyers, had a growth demand inferior to 10%, and was
competing with other products considered as performing better in the market-
place (Lee, 1995).  The firm’s level of technological intensity was measured by
propositions related to the newness of technology used, the number of com-
petitors using it, the level of knowledge ambiguity about the technology, and
the competitive advantage provided by the technological process (Butler and
Carney, 1986; Rothwell, 1991; Senker, 1994; Dodgson, 1994).

The firm was described by four variables (Miller, 1986; 1988; Bluerdorn,
1993; Dodge, Fullerton, and Robbins, 1994; Martin and Staines, 1994; Boyer,
1994; Whitfield, Lamont, and Sambamurthy, 1996). These are: its age (young
if five years old or less, and old if more than five years old), its size (small if
employed fewer than 100 employees, or medium if 100 or more employees), its
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required core competencies for success (technological-based or human
resource-based), and its organizational structure (organic or mechanistic).
Finally, four explanatory variables described the owner-manager (Gupta, 1984;
Martin and Staines, 1994). These were: age (young if 45 years old or less, and
old if more than 45 years old), experience (low if less than one year since first
contact with the industry and the moment of taking charge of its current posi-
tion, and higher if more than one year elapsed since first contact with the indus-
try and the moment of getting in charge of current position), educational level
achieved (university graduate or not), and specialization (low if no prior train-
ing in the area of the main product or service, and high if prior training received
in the area of the main product or service).

The question about environmental scanning was an open one, stated as
follows: to achieve sustainable success in the global market, what means might
a firm like yours use to stay well informed about different issues concerning its
activities?

Forty-seven respondents returned their questionnaire after the first con-
sultation. But two of them were discarded because their enterprise profiles did
not match the criteria used in this study. Answers from the 45 remaining owner-
managers were analysed by the NUD*IST software. This enabled me to identi-
fy and categorize the scanning sources suggested (see table 1) and explanatory
variables. Statistics on information sources from this analysis in frequency
table forms, along with each respondent’s own answers, were returned for a
second consultation to each respondent. The questionnaire for this second con-
sultation included closed questions regarding details about the need for and fre-
quency of a systematic scanning, and invited owner-managers to indicate the
best information source for each environment sector. Six aspects of the firm’s
environment were considered: competitor, customer, technological, regulatory,
economic, and socio-cultural sectors (Daft, Sormunen, and Parks, 1988). At this
stage, respondents were asked to modify, if necessary, their previous answers.

Forty respondents returned the questionnaire following the second con-
sultation. Four respondents out of five who did not return their questionnaire
were away from their headquarters and the fifth one declined to continue with
the study. The scanning frequency was measured on the basis of regularity and
formalization of the process (Subramanian, Kumar, and Yauger, 1994). The
need to scan sectors illustrated the level of complexity of scanning activities
(Culnan, 1983; Specht, 1987). The complexity was low if systematic scanning
was suggested for only three environment sectors or fewer. It was high if the
systematic scanning was suggested for more than three sectors of the environ-
ment.

Data from the second consultation were analyzed by HOMALS (homo-
geneity analysis by alternating least squares), a kind of multiple correspon-
dence analyses (Greenacre and Blasius, 1994). HOMALS was used to identify
relationships in a qualitative mutivariate analysis. Indeed, in addition to its few
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requirements about the nature of data and the distribution structure, HOMALS
allows users to analyse linear as well as non-linear relationships on multiple
qualitative variables (Heisser and Meulman, 1994; Gifi, 1990; Greenacre,
1994; 1993; 1991; Hoffman and Franke, 1986; Strutton and Pelton, 1994). 

Particularities of HOMALS related to the meaning of the principal iner-
tia require that its results be interpreted in a different way than is done for a tra-
ditional multiple correspondence analysis where the quality is based on the per-
centage of variance (Greenacre, 1991, 1993).  For each sector of the environ-
ment or level of complexity, I examined the relationships between, on the one
hand, suggested best sources, scanning frequency or level of complexity, and,
on the other hand, the explanatory variables. For each analysis carried out, two
axes could be retained (Greenacre, 1993). However, the two axes are retained
only if the eigenvalue is more than 1/Q (Q = number of variables). On each
axis, a suggested information source is retained for interpretation only if its dis-
crimination measure (squared correlations) is, at least, within 10% of the cor-
responding eigenvalue (Greenacre, 1991; Gifi, 1990; Jambu, 1989; Lebart,
Morineau, and Warwick, 1984). In addition, care was taken to ensure that the
discrimination measures on the two dimensions retained were unrelated, in
order to satisfy the usual orthogonality condition between the two principal
axes (Bryant and Yarnold, 1995; Greenacre, 1993).

Furthermore, referring to Gifi (1990), the relationships identified were
subjected to informal verification of stability (Heisser and Meulman, 1994; Van
de Geer, 1993). Relationships were initially found between suggested scanning
activities and variables belonging to all three dimensions of the explanatory
characteristics. Thereafter, relationships were found between suggested scan-
ning activities and explanatory characteristics belonging only to each dimen-
sion. Relationships were considered to be consistent only if they were found at
the two levels of analysis (Blasius, 1994; Jambu, 1989; Lebart, Morineau, and
Warwick, 1984).

RESULTS

Profile of SMEs studied 

Regarding the industry environment, 69 percent of SMEs faced a stan-
dardized demand, 87 percent had a specialized product, and 80 percent target-
ed industrial customers. Fifty-six percent of SMEs studied faced a mature
industry environment, while 60 percent faced a higher level of technological
intensity.

Considering organizational characteristics, 89 percent of SMEs studied
were old, 53 percent were medium-sized, and the success of 71 percent was
based upon human resources. Most of them (56 percent) had a mechanistic
structure, although they were highly decentralized and employed participatory
management techniques.
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Most owner-managers of these SMEs (69 percent) were mature. Less
than half (47 percent) had lengthy experience with the principal product/serv-
ice. However, 53 percent of owner-managers had worked in the same industry
sector for at least 20 years. Most of the owner-managers (71 percent) were uni-
versity graduates, but only 42 percent had taken specialized training related to
their principal product/service.

Information sources suggested for environmental scanning 

Respondents made 220 suggestions about information sources for inter-
national SMEs facing worldwide challenges. The five information sources most
frequently suggested are, successively, customer contacts, reviews and other
specialized publications, trade associations, trade shows, and purchase of tech-
nology (Table 1).

Table 1
Information sources suggested by owner-managers of globally oriented SMEs 

Information sources Percentage of respondents*

1. Customer contacts 67

2. Reviews and specialized writings 64

3. Trade associations 51

4. Trade shows and fairs 38

5. Purchase of technology 33

6. Networking partners 31

7. Colloquium and seminars 29

8. Dealers and wholesalers 27

9. Suppliers 24

10. Competitors and benchmarking 20

11. Internal human resources 20

12. Experience and practice 20

13. Training 16

14. Government 11

15. Trips and visits 11

16. Internet 9

17. Recruitment 7

18. Openness and good attitude 4

19. Research 4

20. Ethical behavior 2

Total 100

*In this table, the percentage is related to the proportion of the number of times each source
has been suggested compared to the total of respondents.
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Of these 220 information sources that managers suggested that firms like
theirs use to scan the environment, 85 percent are external and 82 percent are
personal. Sources that are both external and personal represent 68 percent
whereas those that are both external and impersonal make up 17 percent. On the
other hand, sources that are both internal and personal constitute 14 percent
while only 1 percent of sources are both internal and impersonal. Despite the
high number of external and personal information sources suggested, it is
important to examine the differences related to the best sources that managers
suggested for scanning each environment sector (Figure 1).

To scan competition, the best source that managers most often suggested
is trade shows or fairs (33 percent). Trade associations, customer contacts and
benchmarking come in the second position, and each was suggested by only 13
percent of respondents.

The best source suggested to scan the market is customer contact (43 per-
cent). It is followed by contact with dealers and wholesalers (18 percent). Trade
shows are suggested most often as the best source to scan the technological sec-
tor (48 percent). They are followed by reviews and other specialized publica-
tions (25 percent). This last source is also suggested as the best one to scan reg-
ulatory (38 percent), economic (63 percent), and socio-cultural (28 percent)
sectors. For these sectors, the best source in the second position is, respective-
ly, lawyers (23 percent), trade associations (15 percent), and customer contacts
(15 percent).

The need for systematic scanning differs by environment sector too. One
hundred percent of managers suggested scanning systematically the customer

Figure 1
Best information sources most mentioned and percentage of managers

suggesting a systematic scanning by environmental sector
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sector, and only 23 percent suggested following the same procedure in looking
at the socio-cultural aspect of the firm. Between these extremes are technolog-
ical (95 percent), competitor (81 percent), regulatory (60 percent), and eco-
nomic (46 percent) sectors. In addition to the results presented in the Figure 1,
it is interesting to note that the percentage of respondents who consider that
scanning activities of the sectors listed above should be systematic and on a for-
mal basis is 73 percent for customer, 40 percent for technological, 38 percent
for competitor, 30 percent for regulatory, 12 percent for economic, and 0 per-
cent for socio-cultural sectors. 

Systematic scanning activities, but on an informal basis, are suggested by
managers successively for technological (55 percent), economic (43 percent),
competitor (42 percent), regulatory (35 percent), customer (27 percent), and
socio-cultural (23 percent) sectors. The range of sectors according to sugges-
tions for scanning activities on an occasional basis is as follows: economic (45
percent), regulatory (35 percent), socio-cultural (25 percent), competitor (20
percent), technological (5 percent), and customer (0 percent). Fifty-two percent
of respondents consider that it is never necessary to scan the socio-cultural sec-
tor of their environment. It is interesting to note that most managers suggest
scanning systematically and formally the customer and technology sectors. In
contrast, most managers suggest scanning the economic sector only occasion-
ally and informally.

Relationships between environmental practices and industry,
organization, and owner-manager characteristics

The two levels of analysis by HOMALS allowed me to identify relation-
ships presented in Tables 2, 4, and 52. The relationships found in this study sug-
gest that for firms in an emerging environment where the level of technologi-
cal intensity is higher and where owner-managers are university graduates, the
managers suggest to primarily use trade shows and fair visits to get information
on their market (customer needs). By contrast, in medium-sized firms in a
mature environment where the level of technology intensity is lower, and
whose product is targeted to a standardized market demand, the managers sug-
gest to scan their market primarily by using customer and marketing interme-
diary contacts (dealers and wholesalers).

This study did not observe contrasting relationships in the technology
sector. In fact, only a few consistent relationships were found between some
information sources suggested for technology and the characteristics of partic-
ular firms. Thus, it appears that managers have most frequently suggested trade
show visits and reviews as the best information sources for firms in a mature
environment to scan the technology sector. It appears also that managers with-
out specialization and/or university education have frequently suggested
reviews as the best information sources on technology for firms whose main
product or service is customized.
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Regarding scanning of the competitor sector, small and young firms in an
emerging environment where the level of technology intensity is higher should
make use of customer contacts and trade associations as information sources.
By contrast, firms in a mature environment with a lower level of technological
intensity should use trade shows, benchmarking, and marketing intermediary
contacts.

In dealing with the regulatory sector, firms making a product dedicated to
a specialized use, and operating in an emerging environment where the level of
technology intensity is lower, should use trade associations as the best infor-
mation source. By contrast, firms making products dedicated to a general use
and operating in a mature environment where the level of technology intensity
is higher, should use reviews and networking partners as the best information
source.

Government services should be used as the best information source of
economic sector by firms managed by less specialized managers, those that
operate in an emerging environment where the level of technological intensity
is higher, and by firms that make customized products for industrial clients. By
contrast, firms managed by specialized managers, those that operate in an envi-
ronment where the technological intensity is lower, and firms that make gener-
al products for end-user consumers, should use reviews as the best information
source.

With respect to the socio-cultural sector, customer contacts and trade
associations are suggested as the best source of information for firms operating
in an emerging environment where the level of technological intensity is high-
er. By contrast, reviews are suggested as the best source of information about
the socio-cultural sector for firms operating in a mature environment where the
technology intensity is lower.

Considering relationships between explanatory variables and the scan-
ning structure process suggested (Tables 3, 4, and 5), one could notice that the
technological sector does not have a consistent relationship with any explana-
tory variable. These results may indicate that this sector is scanned in the same
way whatever the explanatory factors examined in this study. It can also be
noticed that, except for the economic sector, explanatory variables related to the
best information sources of a given sector were equally related to the desire to
scan systematically this sector on a formal basis. For example, systematic scan-
ning on a formal basis for the competitor sector is associated with firms whose
success is human resource-based and whose managers have higher level spe-
cialization and experience. These explanatory variables are among those that
were also associated with trade shows, the best information source most often
mentioned for this sector. This finding may suggest that the trade show is the
most appropriate information source because it is either more accessible or a
richer source of relevant information needed to scan the competition sector of
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this category of firms. A deeper analysis, however, is needed to know if this
appropriateness of sources is based on accessibility or richness. Such analysis
should contrast scanning practices used by successful firms to those used by
less successful ones to make sure the appropriateness of information sources
and scanning practices have contributed to the success of the former.

From the standpoint of the scanning complexity level, HOMALS results,
as presented in Tables 3 and 6, show that a lower level of scanning complexity
is related to firms managed by less specialized managers whose product is tar-
geted to industrial customers, and whose success is based on available technol-
ogy. By contrast, a higher level of scanning complexity is characteristic of firms
managed by specialized managers who make a product targeted to end-user
consumers, and whose success is based on skilled human resources.

DISCUSSION AND PROPOSITIONS
Differences in the levels of strategic uncertainty across environment sec-

tors and a positive relationship between the level of uncertainty of each sector
and its scanning frequency have been observed in previous studies (Auster and
Choo, 1994b; Ebrahimi, 2000; Daft, Sormunen, and Parks, 1988). In the cur-
rent study, the environment sectors range as follows according to the suggest-
ed necessity to be systematically scanned: customer, technology, competition,
regulatory, economic, and the socio-cultural sectors. It would be interesting to
compare this ranking to those found in previous studies as presented in Table 6.

A variety of factors may explain the differences observed in the positions
of sectors in these studies. Thus, the economic sector is in the best position dur-
ing a recession (Daft, Sormunen, and Parks, 1988), the political sector is in the
best position when it really represents a threat (Ebrahimi, 2000; Sawyerr;
1993), and the technology sector is in the best position when its level of ambi-
guity is higher (Auster and Choo, 1994a; 1994b). In almost all studies, the cus-
tomer sector occupies the first (or second) position while the socio-cultural sec-
tor is ranked in the last position. This may be explained by the fact that the cus-
tomer sector is more volatile and equivocal than the socio-cultural sector whose
content may be more easily codified than the content of the customer sector
(Choudhury and Sampler, 1997; Larson and Kulchitsky, 2000; Lee and Heath,
1999; Roberts, 2000).

Differences in ranking indicate that the uncertainty of a given sector is
not static but dynamic. It can change through times, industries, and countries.
The first three sectors of the current study have been identified in recent publi-
cations as the most challenging for GOSMEs (Cervantes, 1997; Dodge,
Fullerton, and Robbins 1994; Karagozoglu and Lindell, 1998). These observa-
tions suggest the following proposition: 

Proposition 1: The higher the uncertainty level of a sector for the glob-
ally oriented SME, the more this sector will need to be systematically scanned.
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Managers of young and small firms in an emerging industrial environ-
ment with a higher level of technological intensity prefer trade associations and
contacts with customers in order to scan competition. This phenomenon may be
explained, from my point of view, by the lower level of threat from competi-
tion for these SMEs. They generally have a distinctive competitive advantage
that competitors cannot easily imitate. Thus, they can scan competition by the
accessible but less expensive information sources. Likely, the choice of trade
association by young, specialized, and university educated managers can be
explained by their higher level of self-confidence and their tendency to rely on
the most accessible information (Cooper, Folta, and Woo, 1995).

Trade shows, benchmarking, and contacts with wholesalers and dealers
provide a great deal of pertinent information about competition. The value of
benchmarking in providing pertinent information about competition seems
obvious. Trade shows allow managers to meet with competitors and enable
them to gather written materials containing information about their competitor
products. In addition, they attend meetings and presentations identifying the
main trends in the sector. Finally, wholesalers and dealers have products from
many manufacturers and have more information about competition than end-
user consumers.

The three information sources above are recommended by managers for
scanning the competition of GOSMEs facing a higher level of uncertainty in
this environment sector. These GOSMEs are old, medium-sized, and operate in
a mature environment with a lower level of technological intensity. In this kind
of SMEs, technology and the manufacturing process are generally well known,
the number of competitors is higher, and consequently the competition is fierce
(Dodge, Fullerton, and Robbins, 1994). It is then important to get more infor-
mation on competitors. These observations lead to the following proposition:

Proposition 2: The choice of information sources used to scan a sector of
the environment is related to the perceived level of uncertainty about this sec-
tor, the value of the source in pertinent information, and its accessibility by the
GOSME.

Previous studies have reached contradictory conclusions on the relative
importance of the media richness and the accessibility of the information
source (Auster an Choo 1994b). The fact that GOSMEs, unlike the huge multi-
nationals observed by Preble, Rau, and Reichel (1988), do not mainly use inter-
nal information sources, may lead to the conclusion that accessibility is a less
important criterion than richness when one chooses an information source
(Auster and Choo, 1994b). But it should be remembered that GOSMEs do not
generally have subsidiaries or ad hoc services to collect information on foreign
countries and must use resources that are readily available, that means, most
accessible (Christensen and Bailey, 1997). It seems therefore that owner-man-
agers of GOSMEs have suggested information sources and scanning behaviors
that best fit with their relatively limited resources. But one may wonder if
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sources selected by managers to scan environment sectors are really lean. This
study does not have enough information to answer this question adequately.
Nevertheless, I will examine the information sources that managers suggested
rather than their broad categories on the one hand, and the level of uncertainty
by sector on the other.

The results of the current study indicate that, while scanning a specific
environment sector, managers choose some sources to the detriment of others,
whether the sources should belong to the same broad category or have the same
level of richness with a higher level of potential in social presence. For exam-
ple, in scanning competition and technology, managers suggest that trade
shows are the best personal information source. In the same way, they say that
reviews are the best impersonal information source of the regulatory, econom-
ic, and socio-cultural sectors. In light of evidence about the choice of informa-
tion sources according to their specific content, conclusions based on broad cat-
egories or on the richness criterion in terms of social presence  may not be a
sufficient way to understand scanning behavior in GOSMEs. Consequently, the
following propositions may be stated: 

Proposition 2a: The higher the level of perceived uncertainty of the envi-
ronment, the more the value of pertinent information becomes the main criteri-
on to the GOSME in choosing the information source.

According to the results of this study, a given information source does not
have the same value in providing pertinent information for different environ-
ment sectors. Contacts with clients seem to give the best information on cus-
tomers’ needs, trade shows seem to give the best information on competition,
and reviews seem to give the best information on the technological, regulatory,
and economic sectors.

To better illustrate the proposition, let us examine the customer sector
that was considered to be in need of systematic scanning. The level of uncer-
tainty about the market is higher when an SME is medium-sized, operates in a
mature environment where the level of technological intensity is lower, and
when the SME targets end-user consumers who have a standardized demand.
Indeed, an SME in this situation is generally reactive and needs more precise
information on customers’ desires for a better product or service adaptation.
Customers themselves or wholesalers in regular contact with them are the best
information sources about different customers’ needs. By contrast, the level of
uncertainty of a market is of lesser concern to a proactive, young and small-
sized SME operating in an emerging environment where the level of techno-
logical intensity is higher. This kind of SME generally has an outstanding,
unique product that gives it a quasi-monopolistic position in the market. It
looks for information on future customer needs to maintain its position.
Information about future customer needs can be obtained during trade shows,
with related conferences and contacts.



Journal of Comparative International Management    6:1

46

Proposition2b: The lower the level of perceived uncertainty, the more
access to the information source is the main criterion when GOSMEs choose
an information source.

The accessibility of the information is the factor that best explains the
choice of the information source made by GOSMEs compared to the choices
made by large businesses. This factor explains the fact that instead of preferring
internal information sources, as observed in large multinationals by Preble,
Rau, and Reichel (1988), managers of GOSMEs prefer external sources
because they are more accessible or are the only ones to be available. However,
the level of accessibility is different from one external source to another.
Sometimes, even if the source is rich in pertinent information, the SME can
leave it and choose another source that may have less information but that is
more easily accessible. This is true most often when the level of uncertainty
about the sector is lower or when a more valuable source has already been used.

This proposition is illustrated by many of the results presented above.
SMEs facing a lower level of competition chose professional associations and
contacts with customers in order to scan the competition. Firms facing a high-
er level of competition preferred benchmarking, trade show visits, and contacts
with wholesalers and dealers in order to find out more about their competition.
Internet use can also illustrate this proposition. This source provides a wealth
of information about many environment sectors, but many managers have not
preferred it. This can be explained by the fact that at the time of this study, only
a few managers of GOSMEs could easily use this new information source.
Indeed, the Canadian Federation of Independent Business (CFIB) observed that
only 24 percent of Canadian SMEs were using the Internet at the end of 1996.
For Canadian SMEs, this percentage rose to 31 percent (but it rose only to 19
percent in Quebec) in 1997 (Mallett, 1997). The low percentage of Internet use
by SMEs, despite its value for gaining information, can be explained by its
newness and low accessibility to SMEs.3

Proposition 2c: If the accessible source that a GOSME chooses provides
a large amount of pertinent information about a sector, then the number of
additional sources the firm uses to scan this sector is lower.

This proposition is deduced from the previous propositions. Indeed,
information is searched to reduce uncertainty. If the most accessible source
used reduces the uncertainty so that the environment becomes less equivocal
for the firm, saturation is obtained and the firm will not need more information
to take adequate decisions and actions. By contrast, if the environment is still
equivocal after the SME uses the first source, the firm will look for supple-
mentary information from other sources.

The current proposition is also congruent with Harrison’s optimality con-
cept (Harrison, 1999). According to Harrison, managers continually seek a bal-
ance between the cost of additional information, the amount of the perceived
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payoff, and their own level of aspiration. At some point, the necessity of con-
tinually trying to perfect information will exponentially decline.

Proposition 3: If a GOSME has many environment sectors with a higher
level of perceived uncertainty, then its scanning activities will be more complex.

This proposition is congruent with the first proposition above. It is also
consistent with observations made by Daft, Sormunen, and Parks (1988). These
authors observed that scanning behavior among environment sectors varies
with their perceived uncertainty and the need for information. In the current
study, the relationships found between the level of scanning complexity and
some explanatory variables support this observation. The relationship between
a lower level of scanning complexity and managers who are less specialized,
have industrial customers, and whose success is technology-based can be
explained by the low level of perceived uncertainty and the relatively lower
need for information by managers of these firms. They have few customers and
have a unique technology. By contrast, specialized managers of firms with end-
user consumer products, and whose success is based on the competency of the
available human resources, suggest a higher level of scanning complexity. Such
firms are facing a higher level of uncertainty because their market is large and
they can therefore attract huge companies. Furthermore, the fact that special-
ized managers have studied in the area of the principal product or service
enhances their desire to look for information about many environment sectors
(Senker, 1994). These managers need information on many environment sec-
tors because their firms do adapt continuously by a better use of their internal
creativity.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to identify environmental scanning infor-
mation sources and practices that globally oriented small and medium-sized
enterprises, according to their specific contexts, could use to succeed in their
activities in the global marketplace. The results suggest that uncertainty, the
amount of information provided by the sources, and their accessibility by the
GOSME determine the choice of an information source and the frequency of
scanning. In their preferences for information source, managers of GOSMEs do
not seem particularly concerned by the internal exploitation of location specif-
ic advantages that generally characterize large multinationals scanning activi-
ties (Mucchielli, 1998; Canals, 1995, Preble, Rau, and Reichel, 1988). They do
not combine their various firm-specific advantages and exploit them internally
by creating their own system of subsidiaries abroad in order to gather pertinent
information (Etemad and Wright, 1999). In contrast, they prefer sources more
appropriate to their simple structures and limited resources, such as trade
shows, customer contacts, reviews, and so on.

The level of uncertainty, the value of the source, and its accessibility
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influence GOSME scanning activities in a complementary way. Some proposi-
tions have been stated about GOSMEs’ behavior in relation to these factors.
Uncertainty resulting from the environment, organization and managerial char-
acteristics seem to be the starting point to better understand the choice of infor-
mation sources and the need to scan a given environment sector. However, the
effective choice of any source is also dependent on its richness in pertinent
information and on its accessibility. A source can be used to get information on
different sectors by the same SME. As well the same information source may
be used for different purposes by two different SMEs. The propositions given
above can help discover the characteristics of sources with relevant information
for each GOSME. But they need to be systematically examined in future
research and compared to those used by less successful firms.

The current study is exploratory, and the generalizations based on its
results are limited by its small size and non-random sample. Future research
should examine samples of globally oriented SMEs from many countries and
manifesting different levels of success. Furthermore, they should take into
account the fact that scanning for information is only part of the information
search (location and content of an information source). The sensemaking
(meaning of information) is the other part that can prevent distortions of infor-
mation search in framing, predicting, and suggesting causal attributions
(Starbuck and Milliken, 1988). Also, in future researches, one should be aware
that the information search itself is only one of the inputs needed to improve
the quality of managerial decisions and that the success of a strategic decision
is dependent on the quality of the strategic decision as well as on its imple-
mentation (Harrison, 1999).

In spite of its limits, the current study shows that scanning behavior in
GOSMEs is contingent on many factors. In addition, researchers should not
consider information sources in broad categories related to their location inside
or outside the firm, but individually in relation to their accessibility by the firm
and their value in reducing uncertainty in the most important sectors of the
firm’s environment. These factors are not equally important and their respec-
tive importance for the same firm is not static. It varies from time to time and
industry to industry. Also, the importance of each factor above can be related to
a specific sector of the task environment as well as to the one in the general
environment of the firm. Simultaneously taking into account these factors can
explain some of the contradictions found in previous studies. Governments,
consultants, researchers, and managers should be aware of what scanning con-
tingencies to look for and of the dynamic nature of scanning behavior that
GOSMEs actually use to try to provide themselves with relevant information.
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NOTES
1. The author would like to thank Professors Gerald d’Amboise (Laval University, Quebec),

Michael Gilmour (Providence College, Manitoba), and Aydon Charlton (University of
Regina) for their insightful and helpful comments on an earlier draft.

2. Homals’ outputs are composed of 52 graphics (four by each environment sector for infor-
mation sources as well as for structure process, and four for complexity) with the same
number of related tables of variables, discrimination measures, and category quantifica-
tions. Because of limited space, these graphics and tables are not presented here, but they
are available from the author. 

3. However, the situation is changing quickly. In 1999, 61 percent of Canadian SMEs were

using the Internet while only 47 percent of SMEs in Quebec were using it. (Mallett, 1999).
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