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internationalization readiness among Micro, Small and Medium
Enterprise (MSME) entrepreneurs in Malaysia. In spite of decades of
government support and various export promotion programs, there is a
paradoxically low prevalence of Malay MSMEs in the international
market relative to the similar Chinese Malaysian MSMEs. A continued
gap in export figures indicates that mainstream internationalization
theories, primarily based in Western secular cultures, may be inadequate
to the Malay entrepreneurs. In line with the Resource Based View and
Uppsala model, this paper proposes an integrated framework of the
Malay cultural values (collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, kinship
trust, and Islamic-derived values viz. halal orientation and work ethics)
to three internationalization readiness dimensions: resource readiness,
psychological readiness, and network readiness. Six testable
propositions are developed. The paper posits that cultural factors act as
not only a barrier but a potential strategic asset, especially to the markets
with cultural affinities to Malaysia. Practical implications follow from
this argument including recommendations for the culturally congruent
mentorship programs, export promotion strategies, and policy
interventions by agencies for Malaysian export promotion.
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Introduction

Malaysia has become a trading nation, with Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs),
accounting for 97.4 percent of all businesses and making up 38.2 percent of the country's Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2022). While making a
significant domestic contribution, the rate of internationalization among the Malaysian
MSMEs is still low, estimated to be < 10 percent. In fact, empirical evidence focusing on
specific sectors also illustrates this underperformance. For example, textile SMEs in Malaysia
were found to have only a moderate level of market orientation and competitive advantage
despite the sector having significant export potential at the regional level (Udriyah, Tham, &
Azam, 2019). This finding suggests that low levels of internationalization are not a
phenomenon limited to one MSME subsector but are a challenge that is also experienced by
various other MSME subsectors. In fact, Bumiputera (mostly Malay) MSME entrepreneurs
even show a lower level of export participation than Chinese Malaysian MSMEs, a gap that
has remained unchanged through several iterations of national industrial master plans (SME
Corporation Malaysia, 2021).

The continuing existence of this export (participation) gap brings up a fundamental question:
Why are there specific barriers to internationalization for Malay MSME entrepreneurs?
Mainstream internationalization theories such as the Uppsala model's incremental
internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) or the Resource-Based View's emphasis for
tangible assets (Barney, 1991) may fail to address the complexities of such a vast arena as the
Malay MSMEs. These theories were developed primarily in the Western, secular and
individualistic milieu. They seldom consider the question how the cultural values (strong in-
group collectivism, high levels of uncertainty avoidance, and trust-based kinship networks,
etc.) influence an entrepreneur who perceives the readiness of their business to operate across
borders.

This gap is becoming more apparent as the field of study becomes more unbalanced. A recent
bibliometric mapping of 336 studies on SME internationalization indexed in Scopus for the
period 1980 to 2023 found that the emerging market perspective, which is culturally based, has
received less attention than the resource-based frameworks that are more developed in Western
contexts (Hettiarachchi, Md Yusoff, & Azam, 2026). This situation reinforces the need to
introduce a culturally based conceptual model, as proposed in this study.
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This conceptual paper takes the following research question: How do the Malay cultural values
affect the readiness for internationalization among the Malay MSMEs in Malaysia? There are
two-fold objectives: the first is to integrate and synthesize the fragmented literature in the areas
of international business and cross-cultural psychology; the second is to present an integrated
conceptual framework which pinpoints the barriers and enablers built into the Malay culture.
The re-orientation of culture from a constraint to strategic resource makes this paper a novel
perspective towards breaking barriers of export for the Malay MSMEs. The paper is organized
as follows. The following section is a review of the selected literature on internationalization
readiness and the cultural dimensions in Malaysia. The conceptual framework is introduced,
followed by six testable propositions. The methodology section presents a sequential mixed-
method design for the empirical validation in the future. Finally, the theoretical and practical
implications in terms of breaking barriers to export are discussed.

Literature Review
Understanding Internationalization Readiness of MSMEs

Internationalization readiness indicates the extent to which an MSME is equipped with the
attitudinal, strategic, and operational requirements to begin or grow cross-border activities
(Oura, Zilber, & Lopes, 2016). Compared to huge MNEs, MSMEs handle liability of smallness
(scarcity of resources) and liability of foreignness (inadequacy of knowledge about foreign
markets). Readiness has been conceptualized along three dimensions that have special
significance in explaining barriers to export:

First, resource readiness concerns financial capital, export knowledge, international network,
and technological capabilities. Malay MSMEs may experience restricted access to export
financing and international supply chain linkages (Abdul Rahim & Mohd Noor, 2019).

Second, psychological readiness targets managerial commitment, tolerance of risk,
proactiveness, and self-efficacy in cross-cultural settings. The influence of culture on this
dimension is mostly related to orientation toward uncertainty and risk.

Third, network readiness covers ties with foreign distributors, digital export platforms and
diaspora communities. Within the ethnicity of Malay entrepreneurs, social network is likely to
determine the dimension as either kinship-based or arm's-length considerably (Paul,
Parthasarathy, & Gupta, 2017). It is crucial for explaining barriers to export for Malay MSMEs
to understand the three dimensions from a cultural perspective.

Malay Cultural Values as Barriers and Enablers

Malay culture as in the larger Austronesian and Islamic heritage, possesses several cultural
orientations concerning values that is significant to internationalization. From Hofstede's
cultural dimensions, Malaysia is rated high in collectivism (close in-group loyalty) and
uncertainty avoidance (opting for structured situation) (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010).
Collectivism is an ingrained Malay cultural value. Gotong-royong (mutual assistance) concept
stresses concerted effort within kinship and community networks rather than arm's-length
market transactions (Abdullah & Lim, 2013). This can be both a barrier and an enabler; (i) as
a barrier: excessive levels of in-group socialization may forestall the willingness of
entrepreneurs to turn to non-kin foreign partners, limiting market diversification efforts, (i) as

396



International Journal of
Entrepreneurship and Management Practices

EISSN : 2600-8750
Volume 9 Issue 35 (September 2026) PP. 394-405
an enablers: high in-group trust can promote quick formation of partnership within co-ethnic
diaspora networks, where trusted entry point to foreign markets can be initially established.
This dual function is consistent with recent qualitative evidence from family firms in Malaysia,
which suggests that collectivism values are not simply a passive cultural background, but are
instead actively translated into functional business mechanisms, such as structured role
division, seniority-based mediation, and mutual support, to manage relationship tensions
(Mosbah, Alharbi, & Zamri, 2026). These findings provide empirical support for the argument
that collectivism can be intentionally operationalized as a strategic resource, rather than simply
accepted as a constraint to be overcome.

Uncertainty avoidance is a notable Malay cultural feature. Malay entrepreneurs are more
inclined to fit in structured and highly predictable business environment. Cultural disposition
shows as careful deliberation before taking decisions which can slow down internationalization
progress. Proper handling of uncertainty avoidance, however, leads to high quality market
research and more sustainable export strategy (Syed Mustafa, 2018).

Kinship trust stands as a distinctive Malay cultural resource. Business relationships are
cultivated on personal trust based on family and community network ties instead of formal
contract based. This cultural tendency produces major influence on network readiness. Strong
kinship networks, for example, may ease entrepreneurs' access to starting export opportunities
from trusted intermediaries but may fail in shifting into arm's-length relationship that s
necessary on diverse international markets.

Understanding of Islamic-informed cultural values is encoded in Malay identity, as Malay
ethnicity in Malaysia is constitutionally categorized as Muslim. To focus this paper to culture
rather than religion per se, this study needs to consider a fact that the sense of Malay cultural
values is influenced by Islamic tradition. These concepts, halal (permissibility) orientation and
amanah (trustworthiness), are cultural as much as religious. These values can turn into strategic
assets when targeting markets with cultural affinity to Malaysia, particularly Organization of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC) countries (Wilson & Liu, 2011; Hashim, & Abdullah, 2024).

Theoretical Underpinning: Breaking Barriers Through Cultural Reframing

This paper gives a complementary theoretical lens. RBV (Resource Based View) suggests that
firm-specific resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitute (VRin) enable
competitive advantage (Barney, 249, 1991). Culturally specific resources such as trust-based
kinship network and halal cultural orientation are VRin resources for an MSME, particularly
which targeting markets with cultural affinity to Malaysia. What appears as barriers to export
from Western viewpoint may actually be strategic assets, which need to be properly leveraged.

Uppsala model in its latest network version (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) focuses on business
network relationships as the most prominent way to cut down psychic distance. Cultural
collectivism of Malay and cultural affinity to Asian and Middle Eastern markets can even
paradoxically decrease the psychic distance and accelerate internationalization, contrary of the
model's original incremental assumption.

The breaking barriers to export for Malay MSMEs thus needs the capacity to understand that
culture-related factors as not only a constraint that have to be overcome, but a possible enabler
that altered the resources endowments (RBV) and the network pathways (Uppsala).
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Conceptual Framework

Based on the literature synthesis, Figure 1 presents the proposed conceptual framework for
understanding how Malay culture influences MSME internationalization readiness.

Malay Cultural Values

Collectivism
Uncertainty avoidance
Trust in kinship networks

Internationalization
Readiness
Resource readiness

Y

* Internationalization intention
* Actual Export initiation

* Halal cultural orientation * Psychological readiness
* Islamic work ethnics (as * Network readiness
cultural value)

* Sustained export performance

A 4

Control Variables
+ Firm size
* Industry sector
* Prior export experience

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework Linking Malay Culture to Export Readiness
Key Propositions for Breaking Barriers
From Figure 1, the proposition can be explained in six propositions which are:

Proposition 1: Malay collectivism shows positive association with network readiness (break
network barriers via trusted connections) but negative association with psychological readiness
(in-group focus creates psychological barriers).

Proposition 2- Uncertainty Avoidance among Malay MSME entrepreneurs has negative
association with psychological readiness for internationalization, which serves as a significant
psychological barrier that needs culturally sensitive interventions.

Proposition 3: Halal cultural orientation has positive association with resource readiness when
targeting markets with cultural affinity to Malaysia (e.g., OIC countries) but no significant
association when targeting culturally distant markets.

Proposition 4: Islamic work ethics (cultural value) shows an upside-down U-shaped
relationship with psychological readiness: moderate level breaks down psychological barriers
through commitment and diligence, but extremely high level create new barriers through over-
avoidance of risk.

Proposition 5- Trust in kinship network moderates’ relationship between network readiness
and actual export initiation, such that this effect is more significant when dealing with kinship-
based than non-kinship foreign partners, which breaks network barriers when leveraged
appropriately.

Proposition 6- The interaction between collectivism and uncertainty avoidance has a unique

cultural profile that either escalates or deflates the overall internationalization readiness based
on market cultural distance.
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Methodology

This conceptual paper does not offer primary data products. To provide guidance on future
empirical testing of the proposed framework for breaking export barriers through cultural
understanding, we recommend a sequential explanatory mixed-method design.

Phase 1: Quantitative Survey

A stratified random sample of 1000 Malay MSMEs owners will be selected from the SME
Corporation Malaysia database. The survey instrument will include the validated scales: Malay
cultural values — adapted from Hofstede's Values SurveyModule; halal cultural orientation
(AbdulAziz & Chok, 2013), and internationalization readiness (Oura et. al., 2016). The six
proposed propositions will be tested through structural equation modeling (SEM).

Phase 2: Qualitative Interviews

After completing the quantitative phase, semi-structured interview will be conducted via 20-
25 purposively selected Malay MSMEs owners (stratified by high vs. low readiness scores).
Specificant interview questions would probe the cultural consideration negotiation during real
or attempted export transaction and what specific cultural barriers that are most difficult to
break that entrepreneurs perceive. Data will be analyzed via thematic analysis using NVivo.

Expected Results

As this is a conceptual paper, in order to explore expected results, we present it based on the
proposed framework and the existent fragmented evidence presented.

We are expected to observe for partial support for all six proposed propositions. The highest
positive relationship are expected for Proposition la (collectivism- network readiness) and
Proposition 2 (uncertainty avoidance-reduced psychological readiness), and Proposition 3
(halal cultural orientation and resource readiness in culturally affine markets). The highest
barrier expected would be demonstrated through proposition 2 (uncertainty avoidance-reduced
psychological readiness).

In terms of specific barrier to export, we expect psychology barriers (Uncertainty Avoidance)
most difficult to break; needs tailored mentorship from successful Malay exporter from the
same culture while network barrier (over reliance on kin) can be broken by strategically
leveraging kinship ties for initial entry while building gradually towards different partners ex-
kin networks. Besides that, resource barrier of halal cultural orientation can be turned into
enablers when positioning into a right market.

These results are expected if confirmed in the future through empirical research. This would
be indicative that the Malay’s cultural factors are not in uniform constricted but contain
strategic enablers, if leveraged properly, can break existing export barriers.

Discussion

This conceptual paper contributes to the literature by adding new relevant theoretical
framework to the international entrepreneurship study, compared to the existing body of
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literature. The paper contributes the most with three implications as discussed in the section
below: Theoretical Contributions, Results Interpretations and Practical Implications.

Theoretical Contributions

First, it advances the RBV and Uppsala model by specifying to the cultural bounded resources
and network mechanisms that rarely being discussed in mainstream internationalization study.
By doing so, it provides theoretical basis for understanding the behaviour of why the Western-
centric models of Ie may not be able to predict export behaviour among the Malay
entrepreneurs.

Second, it gives a cultural explanation to the persistent Malay MSMEs export gap, which move
beyond structural explanation (lack of capital, skills), while moving toward socio-cognitive
factors of their cultures. This is crucial, as policy interventions based solely on structural factors
haven't been able to close the gap in past few decades.

Third, it provides testable framework for the future to use and adapt to other collectivist cultural
contexts in Asia, such as Indonesia, Brunei or Thailand, as such, contributes to comparative
study on international entrepreneurship.

Breaking Cultural Barrier: Key Insight

A key insight it brings from this framework is that the cultural trait that might be considered as
barrier when perceived from western viewpoint, when investigated further might be turned into
an enabler if properly understood. For example, collectivism that only becomes a barrier only
when it prevents the non- kin network, breaking the barrier require exposing Malay
entrepreneurs into successful models for hybrid networking (kin+ non- kin partnership).

Uncertainty that become a barrier is when it led to inaction complete. breaking the barrier is by
providing structured, low risk initial entry export (online digital export for example has
guarantee). While kinship trust that become a barrier occurs when it replaces the formal
contracting. breaking the barrier is by intuitionalism the education on how to integrate the
kinship trust in the formal agreement.

Practical Implication to Breaking Barriers for Export

The cultural framework that leads to the practical implications that can be acted upon by
policymakers MITI, MARA, and SME Corporation, Malaysia are as follows: (i) psychology
Barriers: the training needs addressing on the uncertainty avoidance via mentorship from well
successful Malay export who been navigating the psyche distance, not just pure technicalities
in export. P2P via existing koperasi (cooperative structure) are more trust legitimacy for Malay
entrepreneur than generic trade chamber, (i1) network barrier: the organization of trade mission
need be via cultural-based trusted entity as intermediaries such as koperasi and community
business association. Digital platform of export needs to be built with community verification
to break the perceived risk in export and (iii) resource barrier which export readiness training
need to account for the halal cultural orientation as a potential asset and not as baggage to
comply in line with the findings of previous studies which prove that the level of information
technology (IT) infrastructure development can influence the extent to which trade integration
successfully facilitates cross-border entrepreneurial activities (Abdeljaber et al., 2021).
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marketing training should reposition the halal certification as premium branding for target
market.

Limitations and Future Research

There are limitations for this conceptual paper. It is not considering generational difference as
it found by Che Omar and Lee (2025) that the Gen Z was 18 years old entrepreneurs are more
pragmatic in cultural orientation, compared with older generations. Also, the framework
assumes that there is a MONOLITH "MALAY" cultural, but there are possibility regional
differences (Kelantan vs. Selangor's) that is worth to be include in future empirical research.
Future empirical research should consider and deal with these cultural contingencies.
Comparative study of cross country with Indonesian MSMEs or even Bruneian MSMEs would
increase the generalizability of this framework.

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the influence of the culture as cultural values on the
internationalization readiness among Malay MSME entrepreneurs in Malaysia. The major
finding is that culture is one of the factors that create both barriers and enablers to readiness of
export. The results show that cultural factor (collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, kinship trust,
halal cultural orientation, and islamic-informed work ethics) has significant but complex
association to the readiness in export. Collectivism can be a barrier (over reliance on kin
network in export) and also an enabler (reliable entry into diaspora market). Uncertainty
avoidance significantly shows the psychological barrier that in need of targeted intervention.
halal cultural orientation can be changed from perceived burden into as a strategical asset in
market that have cultural affinity.

Significantly, these cultural factors are not in uniform constricted, to break barriers to export
for Malay’s MSME:s need to realize that a cultural identity doesn't need to be a liability, kinship
network can be activated as an entry into region market, halal orientation can be restated as an
advantage in branding, Uncertainty avoidance can be directed into comprehensive market
research and not inaction. Implication of this study is twofold, from the theoretical perspective,
it gives contribution in the growing body of literature in MSME internationalization, that show
the measurable role for culture that often neglect in western-centric model. From practical
perspective it provides best practices for Malaysian policymaker and entrepreneurs to design
an export promotion programme that break barriers with working with not against local culture.

Breaking barriers to export for Malay MSMEs is not about re- identifying the culture to adopt
the Western business practice, instead than doing it strategically by leverage the cultural
identity as a source of competitive advantage into the right market. When Malay’s entrepreneur
realizes their collectivism, kinship and halal cultural orientation are not barrier but a bridge to
the market with the affinities the exports gap would start to be reduced.
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Appendix

The Instruments Survey for Future Empirical Testing

Cultural Values scale (adapted from Hofstede et al., 2010):

CV1: I prefer to work with people I know personally (collectivism)

CV2: 1 feel uncomfortable entering market I know nothing (uncertainty avoidance)
CV3: I trust business partner recommended from family member (kinship trust)

CV4 : Halal certification is important with business identity (Halal cultural orientation)

Internationalization readiness Scale (adapted from Oura et al., 2016)

RR1: My business has sufficient financial resources for export (resource readiness)
PR1: I am willing to take calculated risks in foreign market (Psychological readiness)
NRI1: I have contacts with foreign distributors (Network readiness)
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