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ABSTRACT

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in emerging economies face unique challenges and opportunities in their
internationalization endeavors. This article examines the relationship between Strategic Human Resource Management
(SHRM) practices and the internationalization performance of SMEs operating in emerging market contexts. Drawing upon
the resource-based view (RBV), dynamic capabilities theory, and the ability-motivation-opportunity (AMO) framework, we
develop a comprehensive theoretical model that elucidates how SHRM practices encompassing recruitment and selection,
training and development, performance appraisal, and compensation systems influence SME internationalization outcomes.
Through a systematic review of extant literature and synthesis of empirical evidence from emerging economies including
India, China, Indonesia, Turkey, and Costa Rica, we demonstrate that SHRM practices serve as critical enablers of
internationalization performance by building human capital, fostering innovation capabilities, developing relational capital,
and enhancing organizational adaptability. The findings reveal that training and development practices particularly favor
both innovation performance and export performance, while human capital and relational capital directly influence
international performance, with entrepreneurial orientation mediating these relationships. Furthermore, we identify that
emerging economy SMEs predominantly adopt informal, relational, and strategically adaptive HRM practices shaped by local
economic constraints and cultural norms, contrasting with the formalized approaches observed in larger organizations. This
article contributes to the SHRM and international business literature by providing a contextualized understanding of how
SMEs in emerging economies can leverage human resource practices to achieve superior internationalization outcomes. We
conclude with theoretical implications, practical recommendations for SME managers and policymakers, and directions for
futureresearch.
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Introduction

The internationalization of small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) has emerged as a critical driver of
economic growth, job creation, and innovation in both
developed and developing economies. SMEs constitute the
backbone of most economies, yet their internationalization is
often hindered by financial constraints, limited expertise, and
a lack of structured organizational systems. In emerging
economies, these challenges are particularly pronounced, as
SMEs must navigate institutional voids, volatile market
conditions, and resource scarcity while pursuing international
growth opportunities. Despite these obstacles, an increasing
number of SMEs from emerging markets are successfully
penetrating global markets, raising important questions about
the organizational capabilities and strategic practices that
enable such internationalization success.

Among the various organizational resources and capabilities
that facilitate SME internationalization, human resources
have been identified as a key contributor. Strategic Human
Resource Management (SHRM) the systematic alignment of
HR practices with organizational strategy has garnered
significant scholarly attention as a means of building the
human capital, knowledge base, and organizational

capabilities necessary for effective international expansion.
However, the relationship between SHRM practices and SME
internationalization performance remains under explored,
particularly in the context of emerging economies. Existing
research primarily draws insights from practices relevant to
larger organizations, as highlighted in the study by Menzies et
al. (2025), and there is limited clarity on how international
SMEs prioritize HRM systems when navigating the complex
globallandscape.

This article addresses this gap by systematically examining the
theoretical and empirical linkages between SHRM practices
and SME internationalization performance in emerging
economies. We pose the following research questions: (1)
What SHRM practices are most critical for enhancing SME
internationalization performance in emerging economies? (2)
Through what mechanisms do SHRM practices influence
internationalization outcomes? and (3) How do the unique
contextual characteristics of emerging economies shape the
SHRM-internationalization relationship?

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section 2
presents a review of the relevant literature on SHRM, SME
internationalization, and the intersection of these domains in
emerging economy contexts. Section 3 develops a theoretical
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framework grounded in the resource-based view, dynamic
capabilities theory, and the AMO framework. Section 4
discusses the methodological approaches employed in extant
empirical studies. Section 5 presents the key findings from the
literature synthesis. Section 6 discusses the theoretical and
practical implications, and Section 7 concludes with
limitations and directions for future research.

Literature Review

Strategic Human Resource Management: Conceptual
Foundations

Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) represents a
paradigm shift from traditional personnel management
toward the systematic alignment of human resource practices
with organizational strategy to achieve competitive advantage.
SHRM is typically defined as encompassing "a cohesive
bundle of policies and practices that are used to recruit and
select, train and develop, and compensate and manage
employee performance in order to achieve organizational
objectives." The core premise of SHRM is that human
resources are not merely costs to be minimized but strategic
assets that can be leveraged to create sustainable competitive
advantage.

The theoretical foundations of SHRM are primarily rooted in
the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm, which posits that
firms achieve competitive advantage by developing valuable,
rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN) resources and
capabilities. Wright et al. (2001) extended the RBV to the HR
domain, arguing that human capital the collective knowledge,
skills, and abilities of employees can serve as a source of
sustainable competitive advantage when it meets VRIN
criteria. Similarly, the ability-motivation-opportunity (AMO)
framework proposes that employee performance is a function
of their abilities, motivation, and the opportunities provided
by the organization to perform, and that HR practices can
influence all three dimensions (Appelbaum et al. 2000).

Key SHRM practices that have been extensively studied in the
literature include:

Recruitment and Selection: Strategic recruitment involves
attracting and selecting employees whose knowledge, skills,
and abilities align with organizational strategic objectives. For
internationalizing SMEs, recruitment practices must identify
individuals with cross-cultural competencies, language skills,
and international experience.

Training and Development: Investment in employee training
and development builds the human capital necessary for
organizational adaptation and growth. In the context of
internationalization, training programs may focus on
developing international business skills, cultural intelligence,
and market-specific knowledge.

Performance Appraisal: Performance management systems
that align individual performance with organizational
strategic goals can drive internationalization outcomes by
motivating employees to contribute to international

expansion efforts.

Compensation and Rewards: Strategic compensation systems
that reward international orientation, cross-border
collaboration, and export performance can reinforce the
behaviors necessary for successful internationalization.

SME Internationalization: Patterns, Drivers, and
Challenges

The internationalization of SMEs has been extensively studied
from multiple theoretical perspectives. The traditional stage
model of internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977)
posits that firms gradually increase their international
involvement through incremental learning and commitment.
However, more recent research has identified alternative
pathways, including born-global firms that internationalize
rapidly from inception (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015) and early
internationalizing firms that pursue foreign market entry
shortly after establishment.

The drivers of SME internationalization are multifaceted,
encompassing both firm-level and environmental factors. At
the firm level, entrepreneurial orientation, managerial
commitment, and human capital have been identified as key
drivers. Entrepreneurial orientation characterized by
innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking has been found
to be the strongest predictor of international performance.
Managerial commitment to internationalization and the
ability to leverage human capital significantly influence the
international success of SMEs (Paul etal.,2017).

At the environmental level, factors such as market
opportunities, competitive pressures, and institutional
support influence internationalization decisions. In emerging
economies, SMEs face additional challenges including limited
access to finance, weak institutional infrastructure, and
volatile political and economic conditions. These contextual
factors shape both the internationalization strategies available
to SMEs and the organizational capabilities required for
successful implementation.

Despite the growing recognition of the importance of SME
internationalization for economic development, significant
barriers persist. Research indicates that SMEs lack the
financial and human resources required for
internationalization, and human resources are often identified
as a critical barrier to international expansion (Harney &
Alkhalaf, 2021). These resource constraints are particularly
acute in emerging economies, where SMEs must compete
with larger firms for scarce talent while navigating complex
institutional environments.

The Intersection of SHRM and SME Internationalization

The intersection of SHRM and SME internationalization
represents a relatively nascent but rapidly growing area of
inquiry. While scholars generally assume that emerging
economies are institutionally more welcoming to the spread of
HRM practices, it remains unclear whether established
assumptions and frameworks derived from Western
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multinational enterprises adequately reflect HRM practices in
emerging markets and SMEs.

Several key themes have emerged in the literature examining
HRM in internationalizing SMEs. First, research has
documented the HR practices in place by resource-
constrained SMEs in their efforts to support firm performance
and survival in international markets (Innes & Wiesner,
2012). These studies reveal that SMEs apply various HRM
practices in a flexible manner but remain focused on assuring
expected performance. Early internationalized SMEs do not
constitute a homogeneous category in terms of international
complexity, involvement in foreign markets, and HRM
practices.

Second, scholars have examined how HRM systems can
substantially influence an organization's innovation and
internationalization activities. This research suggests that the
configuration of HRM systems appears important in
supporting foreign SMEs to enhance innovative activities
which are important for survival in complex international
contexts (Menzies et al., 2025). Some SMEs utilize
commitment-based HRM practices, closely aligned with
product, process, organization, service, and marketing
innovations, while others adopt collaboration-based HRM
practices that tend to be more aligned with organizational and
processinnovation activities.

Third, researchers have explored the role of human capital in
SME internationalization. Studies have found that firm-level
investments in employee human capital are critical for labor
productivity and internationalization, particularly for fast
internationalizers. Human capital has been shown to
significantly improve sales growth and impact the growth and
survival of internationalized SMEs in emerging economy
contexts (Radulovich etal., 2018).

Fourth, the literature has examined how SMEs navigate
human and technology barriers in their internationalization
efforts. Research from an emerging market perspective
explores and applies HRM processes to small businesses'
internationalization efforts to ascertain the extent to which
human factors facilitate or impede international expansion.

Emerging Economy Context: Institutional and Cultural
Considerations

The institutional and cultural context of emerging economies
shapes both the practice of SHRM and the
internationalization strategies of SMEs in distinctive ways.
Emerging markets are characterized by institutional voids the
absence of market intermediaries that facilitate transactions
and support market functioning which create both challenges
and opportunities for SMEs.

Research on HRM practices in emerging economy SMEs has
revealed significant contextual variation. A study of Turkish
SMEs found that these enterprises predominantly adopt
informal, relational, and strategically adaptive HRM practices,
such as culturally embedded festive bonuses, apprenticeship-

based training, and informal recognition, reflecting local
economic constraints and cultural norms (Firtin & Tyskbo,
2026). In contrast, large organizations in the same context
utilize formalized HRM practices, including structured career
models, universal leadership development, and performance
evaluations, though these are actively adapted to local cultural
expectations emphasizing inclusivity and collectivism
(Chandrakumara & Rao, 2014).

Talent conceptualization also diverges notably between SMEs
and large organizations in emerging economies, with SMEs
emphasizing loyalty, trust, and critical operational skills (an
exclusive-stable approach), whereas large firms prioritize
broader, development-oriented views of talent (an inclusive-
developable approach) (Firtin & Tyskbo, 2026). These
findings challenge prevailing assumptions in talent
management literature derived predominantly from large
Western enterprises, highlighting the critical influence oflocal
institutional contexts and cultural factors.

In the MIST economies (Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, and
Turkey), research has explored HRM practices including
recruitment and selection, training and development,
performance appraisal, and compensation. These studies
reveal that HRM practices in emerging economy SMEs are
shaped by both cultural values orientations and different
theoriesand models of HRM practices.

Theoretical Framework
Resource-Based View and Human Capital Theory

The resource-based view (RBV) provides the foundational
theoretical lens for understanding how SHRM practices
contribute to SME internationalization performance.
According to the RBV, firms are heterogeneous collections of
resources and capabilities, and this heterogeneity explains
variation in firm performance (Wright et al., 2001). Human
resources the collective knowledge, skills, and abilities of
employees represent a potentially valuable, rare, and difficult-
to-imitate resource that can serve as a source of sustainable
competitive advantage.

In the context of SME internationalization, human capital
takes on particular significance. International expansion
requires specialized knowledge of foreign markets, cross-
cultural competencies, language skills, and the ability to
manage complex cross-border relationships. SMEs that invest
in developing these human capital attributes through strategic
HR practices are better positioned to overcome the liabilities
of foreignness and smallness that commonly impede
internationalization.

Human capital theory suggests that investments in employee
education, training, and development yield returns in the
form of enhanced productivity and organizational
performance. Extending this logic to the internationalization
context, we posit that SHRM practices that build human
capital including recruitment of internationally-oriented
talent, training in international business skills, and

34

IJBMR, 16(1), January-June 2026



International Journal of Business Management & Research
(A Peer-Reviewed Bi-Annual Journal) ISSN: 2249-2143

development of cross-cultural competencies enhance SME
internationalization performance.

Dynamic Capabilities Perspective

While the RBV emphasizes the importance of resource stocks,
the dynamic capabilities perspective focuses on the processes
through which firms build, integrate, and reconfigure
resources to adapt to changing environments. Dynamic
capabilities defined as the capacity to sense and seize
opportunities and transform the organization are particularly
relevant for SMEs pursuing internationalization in emerging
economies, where environmental conditions are often volatile
and uncertain (Esvianti etal., 2026).

SHRM practices can contribute to the development of
dynamic capabilities in several ways. First, recruitment and
selection practices can bring in employees with the
entrepreneurial orientation and international experience
necessary to identify and exploit international opportunities.
Second, training and development programs can build the
organizational learning capabilities that enable firms to
acquire and apply knowledge about foreign markets. Third,
performance management and reward systems can motivate
employees to engage in the innovative and risk-taking
behaviors that underpin successful internationalization.

The dynamic capabilities perspective also highlights the
importance of managerial cognition and decision-making in
shaping internationalization outcomes. Upper echelons
theory suggests that organizational outcomes are partially
predicted by the background characteristics, values, and
cognitive biases of top managers. SHRM practices that
develop managerial human capital including international
experience, cultural intelligence, and strategic thinking can
enhance the quality of internationalization decisions.

Ability-Motivation-Opportunity (AMO) Framework

The AMO framework provides a useful lens for understanding
how specific SHRM practices influence employee behaviors
and, ultimately, organizational performance. According to
this framework, employee performance is a function of three
factors: ability (the knowledge, skills, and abilities to perform),
motivation (the willingness to exert effort), and opportunity
(the organizational context that enables performance)
(Appelbaum et al. 2000).

SHRM practices can influence each of these dimensions in
ways that support internationalization:

Ability-enhancing practices include recruitment and
selection of employees with international competencies,
training programs that develop cross-cultural and
international business skills, and development opportunities
thatbuild globalleadership capabilities.

Motivation-enhancing practices include compensation
systems that reward international orientation and export
performance, performance appraisal systems that recognize
contributions to internationalization, and career development
opportunities that incentivize international engagement.

Opportunity-enhancing practices include work design that
enables cross-border collaboration, organizational structures
that facilitate international knowledge sharing, and employee
involvement practices that empower employees to contribute
to internationalization initiatives.

When these three dimensions are aligned, employees are more
likely to engage in the behaviors including innovation, risk-
taking, and cross-border collaboration that drive
internationalization performance.

Conceptual Model

Based on the theoretical foundations outlined above, we
propose a conceptual model that links SHRM practices to
SME internationalization performance through mediating
mechanisms and moderated by contextual factors. The model
posits that:

SHRM practices (recruitment and selection, training and
development, performance appraisal, compensation and
rewards) directly influence SME internationalization
performance.

The relationship between SHRM practices and
internationalization performance is mediated by
organizational capabilities, including human capital,
innovation performance, relational capital, and dynamic
capabilities.

The strength of these relationships is moderated by contextual
factors, including institutional environment, cultural values,
industry characteristics, and firm size and age.

Entrepreneurial orientation serves as both a direct predictor
of internationalization performance and a mediator of the
SHRM-internationalization relationship (Radulovich et al,,
2018).

This conceptual model integrates insights from the RBYV,
dynamic capabilities theory, and the AMO framework to
provide a comprehensive understanding of how SHRM
practices contribute to SME internationalization performance
in emerging economies.

Research Methodology
Research Design and Approach

This article employs a systematic literature review
methodology to synthesize extant empirical evidence on the
relationship between SHRM practices and SME
internationalization performance in emerging economies.
The systematic review approach enables a comprehensive,
transparent, and replicable synthesis of research findings,
facilitating the identification of patterns, gaps, and
opportunities for future research (Sauer & Seuring, 2023).

The review process followed established guidelines for
systematic literature reviews in management research. We
conducted comprehensive searches of major academic
databases including Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar,
and ScienceDirect using combinations of keywords including
“strategic human resource management,” "SHRM," "SME,"

IJBMR, 16(1), January-June 2026

35



International Journal of Business Management & Research
(A Peer-Reviewed Bi-Annual Journal) ISSN: 2249-2143

"small and medium enterprise,” "internationalization,"
"international performance," "export performance,” and
"emerging economies.” The search was supplemented by
forward and backward citation tracking to identify additional
relevant studies.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included in the review if they met the following
criteria: (1) empirical research examining the relationship
between HRM or SHRM practices and SME
internationalization or international performance; (2) focus
on SMEs as defined by standard criteria (e.g., employee count,
revenue); (3) conducted in or focused on emerging economy
contexts; (4) published in peer-reviewed journals or as book
chapters; (5) written in English; and (6) published between
2000 and 2025.

Studies were excluded if they: (1) focused exclusively on large
multinational enterprises; (2) examined HRM practices
without linking them to internationalization outcomes; (3)
were purely conceptual without empirical validation; (4) were
not accessible in full text; or (5) were published in non-peer-
reviewed sources.

Data Extraction and Synthesis

From the identified studies, we extracted information on: (1)
author(s) and publication year; (2) research context (country,
industry); (3) sample characteristics; (4) SHRM practices
examined; (5) internationalization measures; (6) theoretical
framework; (7) analytical methods; and (8) key findings. The
extracted data were synthesized using thematic analysis to
identify patterns, relationships, and gaps across studies.

Findings and Analysis
SHRM Practices and Internationalization Performance

The synthesis of empirical evidence reveals a generally
positive relationship between SHRM practices and SME
internationalization performance, though the strength and
nature of this relationship vary across contexts and practices.

Training and Development: Training emerges as the most
consistently significant SHRM practice influencing
internationalization performance. Research on SMEs in Costa
Rica found that training, as part of strategic HR practices,
favors both innovation performance and export performance
(Campos & Oltra, 2025). This finding aligns with broader
evidence that investments in employee human capital are
critical for labor productivity and internationalization,
particularly in fast internationalizing firms. Training
programs that develop international business skills, cultural
intelligence, and market-specific knowledge appear to be
particularly valuable for SMEs pursuing international
expansion (Gomez-Mejia, 1988).

Recruitment and Selection: Strategic recruitment practices
that identify and attract employees with international
competencies, language skills, and cross-cultural experience
contribute to internationalization success. However, research

indicates that emerging economy SMEs often face significant
challenges in attracting and retaining internationally-oriented
talent due to resource constraints and competition from larger
firms.

Performance Appraisal and Compensation: Performance
management systems that align individual performance with
internationalization objectives can drive international
outcomes. Reward systems that recognize and incentivize
contributions to international expansion reinforce the
behaviors necessary for successful internationalization
(Gomez-Mejia, 1988).

Mediating Mechanisms

The relationship between SHRM practices and
internationalization performance operates through several
mediating mechanisms:

Human Capital: Human capital serves as a critical mediator of
the SHRM-internationalization relationship. Empirical
evidence from Indian professional service SMEs
demonstrates that human capital can be leveraged for
international growth using relational capital to deliver new
professional services across borders (Radulovich et al., 2018).
The effect of human capital on international performance is
mediated by entrepreneurial orientation and relational
capital. Similarly, research on Indian SMEs found that
entrepreneurial orientation, a commitment to
internationalization, and the ability to leverage human capital
influence international success (Manolopoulos etal., 2018).

Innovation Performance: Innovation mediates the
relationship between SHRM practices and export
performance. SMEs that implement strategic HR practices are
better positioned to develop innovation capabilities, which in
turn drive international performance (Bonilla-Chaves &
Palos-Sanchez, 2022). The application of different HRM
systems among internationally-operating SMEs relates to
different innovation activities, with commitment-based HRM
practices aligned with product, process, organization, service,
and marketing innovations, and collaboration-based
practices aligned with organizational and process innovations
(Menziesetal.2023).

Relational Capital: Relational capital the network
relationships and social capital that firms develop with
external stakeholders mediates the relationship between
human capital and international performance (Radulovich et
al., 2018). SHRM practices that build relational capital,
including collaboration-based HRM systems that nurture
external relationships and collaborative networks, enhance
internationalization by providing access to foreign market
knowledge, distribution channels, and partnership
opportunities.

Dynamic Capabilities: SHRM practices contribute to the
development of dynamic capabilities the capacity to sense and
seize international opportunities and transform the
organization. Research demonstrates that dynamic
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capabilities can be intentionally developed by managers
through strategic decision-making and deliberative learning
(Esvianti et al., 2026). HR practices that build organizational
learning capabilities, adaptability, and resilience support the
development of these dynamic capabilities.

Contextual Factors and Moderating Effects

The relationship between SHRM practices and SME
internationalization performance is significantly shaped by
contextual factors specific to emerging economies:

Institutional Environment: The institutional context of
emerging economies characterized by institutional voids,
weak regulatory frameworks, and volatile political and
economic conditions moderates the SHRM-
internationalization relationship. SMEs in these contexts must
navigate complex institutional environments that shape both
the availability of human capital and the effectiveness of HR
practices. Research suggests that SME internationalization in
developing countries is contingent upon both critical
organizational capabilities (linked to internal processes
largely associated with human resources) and critical
institutional capabilities (associated with state-level provision
and the cultural fabric).

Cultural Values: Cultural values shape both the practice of
SHRM and internationalization strategies in emerging
economies. Research on Turkish SMEs found that these
enterprises predominantly adopt informal, relational, and
strategically adaptive HRM practices reflecting local
economic constraints and cultural norms (Tyskbo & Firtin,
2026). Similarly, studies of HRM practices in Indonesian and
South Korean SMEs reveal that cultural values orientations
influence HRM practices.

Firm Size and Age: The relationship between SHRM practices
and internationalization performance varies with firm size
and age. Early internationalized SMEs do not constitute a
homogeneous category in terms of international complexity,
involvement in foreign markets, and HRM practices. Smaller
and younger firms may face greater resource constraints that
limit their ability to implement sophisticated SHRM practices,
while larger and more established SMEs may have greater
capacity for strategic HR investment.

Industry Characteristics: Industry context shapes both the
relevance of specific SHRM practices and the nature of
internationalization. Research on life sciences SMEs in New
Zealand provides insight into HR practices in resource-
constrained firms supporting firm performance and survival
in international markets (Ho et al., 2010). Professional service
SMEs may place greater emphasis on human capital and
relational capital (Radulovich et al., 2018), while
manufacturing SMEs may prioritize different HR practices.

Emerging Economy Specificities
Several distinctive characteristics of emerging economies
shape the SHRM-internationalization relationship:

Resource Constraints: Emerging economy SMEs face

significant resource constraints that limit their ability to
implement sophisticated SHRM practices. Resource
limitations further hinder the entry of SMEs into international
markets, particularly in emerging economies. These
constraints necessitate creative and adaptive HR approaches
that leverage informal practices and relational networks.

Brain Drain and Talent Scarcity: Many emerging markets
struggle with macro-level challenges, notably brain drain,
where talented employees frequently migrate to more
developed economies in search of better career opportunities.
This talent scarcity makes it particularly challenging for SMEs
to attract and retain the human capital necessary for
internationalization.

Informal HR Practices: Emerging economy SMEs
predominantly adopt informal, relational, and strategically
adaptive HRM practices (Tyskbo & Firtin, 2026). These
informal practices reflect local economic constraints and
cultural norms but may limit the strategic alignment of HR
with internationalization objectives.

Institutional Voids: The absence of market intermediaries and
weak institutional infrastructure in emerging economies
creates both challenges and opportunities for SME
internationalization. SMEs must navigate these institutional
voids while building the organizational capabilities necessary
for international success.

Discussion
Theoretical Implications

This article makes several contributions to the theoretical
understanding of SHRM and SME internationalization in
emerging economies.

First, we extend the application of the resource-based view to
the specific context of SME internationalization in emerging
economies. While the RBV has been widely applied in SHRM
research (Delery & Roumpi, 2017), its application to SME
internationalization in emerging markets has been limited.
Our findings demonstrate that human capital built through
strategic HR practices can serve as a source of sustainable
competitive advantage for internationalizing SMEs,
consistent with the RBV prediction that valuable, rare, and
difficult-to-imitate resources drive performance differences.

Second, we integrate dynamic capabilities theory with the
SHRM-internationalization literature. Our analysis reveals
that SHRM practices contribute to the development of
dynamic capabilities including sensing, seizing, and
transforming capabilities that enable SMEs to adapt to the
volatile and uncertain environments characteristic of
emerging economies (Esvianti et al., 2026). This integration
addresses calls for greater attention to the processes through
which HR practices build organizational capabilities.

Third, we provide a contextualized understanding of the
SHRM:-internationalization relationship that accounts for the
distinctive institutional and cultural characteristics of
emerging economies. Our findings challenge the assumption

IJBMR, 16(1), January-June 2026

37



International Journal of Business Management & Research
(A Peer-Reviewed Bi-Annual Journal) ISSN: 2249-2143

that HRM frameworks derived from Western multinational
enterprises adequately reflect HRM practices in emerging
markets and SMEs (Tyskbo & Firtin, 2025). Instead, we
demonstrate that emerging economy SMEs adopt distinctive
HR practices shaped by local economic constraints, cultural
norms, and institutional contexts.

Fourth, we contribute to the growing literature on the
mediating mechanisms linking SHRM to organizational
outcomes. By identifying human capital, innovation
performance, relational capital, and dynamic capabilities as
key mediators of the SHRM-internationalization relationship,
we provide a more nuanced understanding of the pathways
through which HR practices influence international
performance (Radulovich et al., 2018;Ramirez-Solis, E. R., et
al. 2022).

Practical Implications

The findings of this article have significant implications for
SME managers, entrepreneurs, and policymakers in emerging
economies.

For SME Managers and Entrepreneurs:

First, our findings underscore the strategic importance of
human resource management for internationalization
success. SME managers should view HR not merely as a cost
center but as a strategic investment that builds the
organizational capabilities necessary for international
expansion. This includes investing in recruitment and
selection of internationally-oriented talent, training and
development programs that build international competencies,
and performance management systems that align individual
behavior with internationalization objectives.

Second, managers should recognize the value of developing
both human capital and relational capital. Evidence from
Indian professional service SMEs demonstrates that human
capital can be leveraged for international growth using
relational capital to deliver new professional services across
borders (Radulovich et al., 2018). Building strong network
relationships with foreign partners, customers, and
intermediaries can enhance internationalization outcomes.
Third, managers should foster an entrepreneurial orientation
within their organizations. Entrepreneurial orientation
characterized by innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-
taking has been found to be the strongest predictor of
international performance (Solano Acosta et al. (2018) ).
SHRM practices that encourage entrepreneurial behavior,
including reward systems that incentivize innovation and
risk-taking, can enhance internationalization performance.
Fourth, managers should adopt flexible and adaptive HR
approaches that are responsive to local contexts. The informal,

relational, and strategically adaptive HR practices observed in
emerging economy SMEs reflect pragmatic responses to
resource constraints and cultural norms (Tyskbo & Firtin,
2025). While formalization may be desirable as firms grow,
maintaining flexibility and adaptability in HR practices can be
asource of competitive advantage.

For Policymakers:

First, policymakers should recognize the critical role of
human capital development in supporting SME
internationalization. Policies that support education and
training, particularly in international business skills,
languages, and cross-cultural competencies, can enhance the
international competitiveness of SMEs.

Second, policymakers should address the institutional
barriers that constrain SME internationalization. This
includes strengthening institutional infrastructure,
improving access to finance, and reducing regulatory burdens
that disproportionately affect SMEs.

Third, policymakers should consider targeted support for
SME HR development, including subsidies for training
programs, technical assistance for HR system development,
and support for international talent attraction and retention.
Limitations and Future Research Directions

While this article provides a comprehensive synthesis of
extant research on SHRM and SME internationalization in
emerging economies, several limitations should be
acknowledged.

First, the review is limited by the quality and scope of available
empirical research. While we identified studies from multiple
emerging economies including India, China, Indonesia,
Turkey, Costa Rica, and South Korea, the evidence base
remains limited, and findings may not be generalizable to all
emerging economy contexts. Future research should expand
the geographic scope of empirical investigation to include a
broader range of emerging economies.

Second, the majority of extant studies employ cross-sectional
designs that limit causal inference. While we have identified
consistent associations between SHRM practices and
internationalization performance, the direction of causality
remains unclear. Future research should employ longitudinal
designs that can establish temporal ordering and causal
relationships.

Third, the measurement of key constructs varies considerably
across studies, limiting comparability and synthesis. Future
research should work toward developing standardized
measures of SHRM practices and internationalization
performance that can be applied across contexts.

Fourth, the review focused on SHRM practices broadly
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defined, without distinguishing between different
configurations or bundles of practices. Future research should
examine how different configurations of HR practices such as
high-performance work systems, commitment-based
systems, and collaboration-based systems—relate to
internationalization outcomes (Menzies et al. 2025).

Fifth, the review did not systematically examine the role of
technology and digital transformation in shaping the SHRM-
internationalization relationship. Given the increasing
importance of digital technologies for SME
internationalization, future research should examine how
digital HRM practices and e-HRM systems influence
internationalization performance.

Finally, future research should examine the boundary
conditions of the SHRM-internationalization relationship,
including the moderating effects of industry characteristics,
firm strategy, and institutional environment. Understanding
when and for whom SHRM practices are most effective in
driving internationalization performance would enhance
both theoryand practice.

Conclusion

This article has examined the relationship between Strategic
Human Resource Management practices and the
internationalization performance of SMEs in emerging
economies. Through a systematic review of extant empirical
evidence and the development of an integrated theoretical
framework, we have demonstrated that SHRM practices
including recruitment and selection, training and
development, performance appraisal, and compensation
systems serve as critical enablers of SME internationalization
performance.

The findings reveal that training and development practices
particularly favor both innovation performance and export
performance (Menzies et al. 2025), while human capital and
relational capital directly influence international
performance, with entrepreneurial orientation mediating
these relationships (Radulovich et al., 2018; Solano Acosta et
al. 2018). Furthermore, we have identified that emerging
economy SMEs predominantly adopt informal, relational, and
strategically adaptive HRM practices shaped by local
economic constraints and cultural norms (Tyskbo & Firtin
2025), contrasting with the formalized approaches observed
inlarger organizations.

The theoretical framework developed in this article
integrating the resource-based view, dynamic capabilities
theory, and the AMO framework provides a comprehensive
lens for understanding how SHRM practices contribute to
internationalization outcomes. By identifying human capital,

innovation performance, relational capital, and dynamic
capabilities as key mediating mechanisms, we have elucidated
the pathways through which HR practices influence
international performance.

For SME managers and entrepreneurs in emerging
economies, the findings underscore the strategic importance
of human resource management for internationalization
success. Investing in recruitment, training, performance
management, and reward systems that build human capital
and foster entrepreneurial orientation can enhance
internationalization outcomes. For policymakers, the findings
highlight the importance of supporting SME human capital
development and addressing institutional barriers to
internationalization.

As SMEs from emerging economies increasingly engage in
international markets, understanding the role of strategic
human resource management in enabling
internationalization success becomes ever more critical. This
article contributes to this understanding by providing a
comprehensive synthesis of extant evidence, developing an
integrated theoretical framework, and identifying promising
directions for future research. By leveraging their human
resources strategically, SMEs in emerging economies can
overcome the liabilities of smallness and foreignness to
achieve superior internationalization performance.
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