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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to investigate today’s new role and impact of international trade 
shows in the internationalization process of small and medium-sized exporting firms. By means 
of qualitative case studies, in-depth interviews are conducted at eight diamond manufacturing 
and trading companies operating in Belgium and completed with secondary data and an expert 
review. The case studies reveal new insights on todays’ role and impact of international trade 
shows, affected by recent evolutions in digitalization, E-commerce etc. in a sector that is 
relatively unsearched. The results indicate that the participation in international trade shows 
influences the internationalization process of the diamond firms and is still perceived as a 
valuable marketing tool to meet new customers and to maintain contact with existing 
customers. The findings also reveal that important network-building activities take place at an 
international trade show and can be considered as a valuable extension of the local sales 
offices. The participation in international trade shows contributes to the enhancement of a 
company’s image and stimulates its export performance. The digitalization and E-commerce 
seem to strongly increase transparency in the industry, which is mainly perceived as positive, 
associated with global pricing and disrupting traditional business models, causing traders to 
evolve gradually. Moreover, this research contributes to the knowledge on the new role of 
trade shows in international business and further advances the network approach of small and 
medium-sized firms by identifying trade shows as a vital context where networks are created 
and maintained for international success. 
 
Keywords: trade shows, internationalisation, networks, diamond sector, E-commerce, 
digitalisation, case study research. 

 

 

Introduction 
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) play an important role in economic 
growth (Robson & Bennett, 2000). Nevertheless, for many SMEs it is not always 
evident to expand on international markets.  Further expansion of SMEs into 
foreign markets can be stimulated through, various Export Promotion Programs 
(EPPs) such as international trade missions, objective market information 
programs and international trade shows (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006). Among 
these EPPs, trade shows allow firms to test their market potential abroad 
(Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 2013). However, the impact of trade shows on the 
internationalisation process of participating small exporting firms in terms of 
growth and expansion has gone largely unstudied (Evers & Knight, 2008). 
Additionally, recent trends in E-commerce and social media seem to have an 
impact on the role of trade fairs since they offer new tools to grow on 
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international markets.  Nowadays, even diamonds can be traded on foreign 
markets through online diamond trading platforms such as Rapnet and together 
with social media they might seriously change today’s role of trade shows. The 
recent deal between Antwerp and China to sell Antwerp diamonds directly 
through the Chinese Alibaba E-commerce platform perfectly illustrates this 
recent trend (De Standaard, 06-11-2018). 
 
In addition, International Trade Shows (ITS) are perceived as an important 
marketing tool (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006; Evers & Knight, 2008), as they 
represent an estimated 35% of a firm’s promotional budget (Kotler, 1997; Sashi 
& Perretty, 1992). According to Rosson and Seringhaus (1998), international 
trade fairs are a key marketing instrument that can substantially influence a 
company’s ability to compete and succeed in the rapidly globalising business 
environment. These results are in line with the findings of Nauwelaerts and 
Vijfeyken (2013), who indicate that extra international marketing efforts 
stimulate and promote exports and that SMEs should thus invest. However, it 
should be noted that acquiring information about foreign markets or managing 
foreign activities is known to be a greater obstacle and limitation to SMEs than 
to larger firms in their process of internationalisation (Alvarez, 2004; Julien & 
Ramangalahy, 2003). Hence, smaller firms often need to rely on public or private 
support in order to overcome those limitations (Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 2013). 
It is therefore essential to investigate the role and impact that ITS have during 
the internationalisation process of SMEs. 
 
Furthermore, this research will focus on the diamond industry, in view of the 
fact that Turnbull and Valla (1986, p.32) stated: “Trade shows are especially 
important in markets with high complexity products and high purchase value 
that contribute to high levels of perceived risk and investment”. Compared to 
other industries, the diamond industry is often described as a closed or insider 
business industry and is associated with high entry barriers, where different 
rules are applicable (Van Dijck, 2009). Besides, no previous study investigated 
the clear impact and attribution of ITS for a specific industry or sector 
(Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 2013), least of all the diamond trade. It is also 
interesting to analyse the role and impact of trade shows in this particular 
industry, considering that it faced an increased global demand in rough 
diamonds since 2009, which is according to figure 1 predicted to persist 
(Statista, 2017).  
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Figure 1. Global rough diamond demand from 2005 to 2020 (in billion U.S. dollars) (Statista, 
2017) 

 
The results of figure 1 are in line with the Bain Report (2017), which states that 
the long-term outlook of the diamond industry remains positive, with an annual 
demand growth for rough diamonds ranging from 1% to 4% worldwide. In turn, 
its supply is protected to remain stable up to 2030. It also important to analyse 
the forecast of polished diamonds as these are mainly traded at international 
diamond trade shows, whereas rough diamonds are traded at tenders. 
According to a statistical analysis by the Antwerp World Diamond Centre 
(AWDC), the global demand for polished diamonds is under continuous pressure 
and experiences difficulties. However, compared to previous years, a gradual 
recovery of the global polished demand is observed in 2017 (AWDC, 2018).  
 
Moreover, consistent with the global trend, the diamond trade in Antwerp has 
increased mainly due to a remarkable increase in the traded volume of rough 
diamonds. After facing a difficult time in 2015, the Antwerp diamond district has 
been able to recover in 2017 with a total of 233.6 million carats of diamonds 
being imported to and exported from Antwerp (AWDC, 2018).  
 
Yet, a distinction between industrial diamonds and natural gem diamonds 
should be drawn. According to Rafferty (2013, p.47), an industrial diamond is 
defined as “any diamond that is designated for industrial use, principally as a 
cutting tool or abrasive. In general, industrial diamonds are too badly flawed, 
irregularly shaped, poorly coloured, or small to be of value as gems, but they are 
of vital importance in the modern metalworking and mining industries.” Gem 
diamonds, on the contrary, can be distinguished based on their clarity, 
symmetry, size and colour (Whitney, 2017). This research will focus on natural 
gem diamonds, as they are the only ones traded at ITS. 
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In the remainder of this research, first an in-depth literature review on 
international trade shows is conducted. Section 3 outlines the methodological 
approach, whereas section 4 represents the main empirical results of our in-
depth within-case and cross-case studies. The conclusion assesses the 
implications of the findings. 
 
Literature Review 
The definition of a trade show adopted in this research is the one established by 
Leonidou et al. (2002, p.134), who state that: “Trade shows allow firms to test 
the market potential abroad; they make it possible to recruit candidate 
distributors or to network and they can be used to study the market, by 
analysing market opportunities and comparing offers from the competition”. 
Concerning the role and impact of ITS, it is noticeable that trade shows are often 
referred to as a valuable marketing tool (Kerin & Cron, 1987). Recent studies 
(Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006; Evers & Knight, 2008) indicate that trade shows 
are a promotional tool of the highest order. In the event of properly 
implementing the trade show activities, they can be an integral part of a firm’s 
overall marketing program (Kerin & Cron, 1987). Trade shows can also be 
classified into two types, namely vertical and horizontal ones (Rice, 1992). 
Vertical or specialised trade shows promote products and services to a single 
industry or specific profession, whereas horizontal ones promote a single type of 
product to a variety of industries (Kijewski, Yoon & Young, 1993).  
 
This research further narrows its scope to small and medium-sized enterprises, 
which lack extensive research despite representing a major part of the trade fair 
market (Munuera & Ruiz, 1999). The research into SMEs exporting has been 
mainly descriptive and lacks the theoretical basis necessary to contribute to the 
export strategy literature (Gemünden, 1991). 
 
Hypotheses such as “the larger the firm, the higher the degree of 
internationalisation” are common when investigating firm sizes (Dhanaraj & 
Beamish, 2003). These assumptions are further affirmed by Cavusgil and Noar 
(1987), who state that a firms’ size correlates positively with its export activity. 
Indeed, the relatively important obstacles and limitations to internationalisation 
(Alvazer, 2004) result in SMEs perceiving export as a high-risk venture (Burpitt & 
Rondinelli, 2000). Studies show how SMEs are at a disadvantage if they decide to 
compete internationally (Seringhaus & Botschen, 1991; Seringhaus, 1986, 1987; 
Ramaswami & Yang, 1990; Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2000). Among possible 
explanations is the fact that SMEs frequently lack necessary internal resources, 
know-how and information about foreign markets (Acs, Morck, Shaver & Yeung, 
1997; Alvarez, 2004; Ramaswami & Yang, 1990; Wolff & Pett, 2000; Nauwelaerts 
& Vijfeyken, 2013). SMEs are also known to have a limited ability to acquire 
information and knowledge about foreign markets or to manage foreign 
activities (Julien & Ramangalahy, 2003). Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) present 
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the linkage between the difficulties experienced by smaller firms on 
international markets and their ability to overcome these difficulties through the 
development of internal and external resources. In this context, Inkpen and 
Beamisch (1997, p.233) state that: “smaller firms can overcome the limitations 
of inadequate information about foreign markets by choosing partners, either in 
their home countries or in targeted host country markets, who possess such 
knowledge.” Such partners may include export intermediaries, distributors, 
international not-for-profit trade or export associations and government export 
assistance programs (Inkpen & Beamisch, 1997). This indicates that SMEs often 
rely on public or private support during their internationalisation process 
(Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 2013). Nevertheless, their increasing contribution to 
economic growth (Robson & Bennett, 2000) makes SMEs relevant as a main 
focus of this research, particularly with regards to the diamond industry. 
Furthering this, firms are most likely to use trade shows when their products are 
complex, frequently purchased, generate higher sales or when many people are 
involved in the decision-making process (Kerin & Cron, 1987). Furthermore, we 
wonder if and how the role of ITS might change under the recent evolution of E-
commerce and social media in a sector with these specific characteristics 
mentioned.    
 
This leads us to the following general research question: 
What is the new role and impact of international trade shows in the 
internationalization process of small and medium-sized enterprises in the 
diamond industry? 

 
Objectives 
Although the literature review will mostly investigate the motives and objectives 
of export firms to participate in an ITS, it is interesting here to first examine the 
perspective of visitors. According to the Trade Show Bureau (1979), the five 
main reasons for visitors to attend trade shows are: to see new products and 
developments (50%), out of interest in the subject area of a particular show 
(15%), to see a specific product or company (10%), to attend technical or 
educational sessions (9%) and to obtain technical or product information (7%). 
In addition, the motives of buyers can be divided into short-term and long-term 
depending on the type of buyers (Godar & O’Connor, 2001). The former 
represents the needs to be met within a year, whereas the latter are multi-year 
goals. Visitors can also be differentiated into current buyers, potential buyers or 
non-buyers.  
 
In turn, reasons for participants to exhibit at ITS are fivefold (Trade Show 
Bureau, 1983). A first one is to generate leads or inquiries. Secondly, there is the 
possibility of introducing new products or services. A third motive involves the 
presence of exhibiting competitors. Fourthly, firms may recruit dealers or 
distributors and finally support a sponsoring association. Apart from these sales-
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related motives, Bonoma (1983) suggests two additional non-selling reasons for 
exhibiting, namely boosting the corporate morale and gathering information 
about competitors and their products. This is further supported by 
Gopalakrishna and Williams (1992), who state that generating leads is not the 
ultimate objective of a firm. 
 
With these findings in mind, a more in-depth examination of an exporting firm’s 
main objectives can be conducted. The Trade Show Bureau (1983) indicates that 
only 56% of firms that participate in trade shows do this with specific objectives. 
By setting up objectives, a firm is able to differentiate significant reasons for 
attending a trade show and indicate what is to be achieved (Sashi & Perretty, 
1992). Kerin and Cron (1987) claim that setting up objectives beforehand will 
lead to more effective exhibiting. 
 
Apart from their relevance to sale, objectives can also be distinguished 
according to their importance. The primary objectives are defined by Kijeweski, 
Yoon and Young (1993) as short-term sales and relationship enhancing activities, 
include marketing plan objectives, product life cycle stage, company image in 
the marketplace and the competitive influence on sales. For a SME readily 
established in targeted markets, main objectives also include furthering its 
expansion into foreign ones (Seringhaus & Rosson, 1990). The secondary 
objectives relate enhancing corporate image, gathering information on 
competitors and the recruitment of new salespersons (Sashi & Perretty, 1992). 
Besides distinguishing the different types of objectives, Bonoma (1983) suggests 
that marketing executives should emphasize either a selling or non-selling 
dimension of particular objectives. In spite of the above, Kerin and Cron (1987) 
indicate a need for further research on what the specific objectives of trade 
shows should be. Taking all these factors into consideration, a first pair of sub-
questions is established. 
 
Sub-question 1a: What are today’s main selling objectives of SMEs in the 
diamond industry, participating in international trade shows?  
 
Sub-question 1b: What are today's main non-selling objectives of SMEs in the 
diamond industry, participating in international trade shows? 
 
Export performance 
According to the study of Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006), participation in trade 
shows contributes positively to the export satisfaction performance of SMEs. 
Among the various Export Promotion Programs (EPPs), trade shows are 
considered as an export-stimulating instrument in export countries. Export-
stimulating instruments for trade shows can be divided into three types, namely 
Catalogue Booth, Product Sample Booth (PSB) and Group Stands. The effect of 
these instruments has been examined in various studies (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 
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2006; Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 2013), which conclude that among these 
instruments PSBs have the most significant positive effect on the export 
performance satisfaction. Other EPPs such as international trade missions and 
objective market information programs show no clear significant positive effect 
on the export performance satisfaction. It is however worth mentioning that the 
performance of trade shows has a two-dimensional aspect, which has been 
thoroughly analysed by Kerin and Cron (1987). One aspect captures the selling 
activities of a firm participating in an ITS. These selling activities focus on 
introducing new products, selling at the trade show and new product testing. 
The second aspect, the non-selling activities, concerns a variety of activities such 
as image enhancement, gathering competitive information, improving corporate 
morale, identifying new prospects and servicing current customers. These 
findings are in line with the studies of Rice (1992) and Bello & Lohtia (1993) who 
acknowledge intelligence gathering, image building, identifying prospects and 
test marketing in their research as non-selling goals. Other examples of non-
selling activities are intelligence generation activities, enhancing and maintaining 
morale, enhancing and maintaining company image, generation of new product 
ideas, managing suppliers’ relationships and forming strategic alliances 
(Shoham, 1992). 
 
All the above mentioned studies confirm that the conversion of leads into sales 
and the impact of those sales on profitability are more important than the sales 
themselves (Gopalakrishna & Williams, 1992). Kerin and Cron (1987) address the 
fact that marketing executives are substantially more satisfied with the 
performance of a firm’s trade show effort in achieving the non-sales targets than 
with the sales targets. Along with the marketing executives, visitors have also 
been found to perceive non-sales targets as more important (Hansen, 1996). 
However, Sashi and Perretty (1992) imply that both selling and non-selling 
dimensions are likely to be used simultaneously to maximise the benefits 
obtained from trade show promotion. In terms of future research, several 
studies (Bonoma, 1983; Sashi & Perretty, 1992) suggest that marketing 
executives must emphasise either of the two roles while evaluating a firm’s ITS 
performance, depending on their firm’s overall marketing strategy and program.  
 
We also wonder if and how the recent trends in E-commerce and social media 
might change or replace some of these selling and/or non-selling activities. 
 
Seringhaus and Rosson (1994) also indicate that new measurements for trade 
show performance must be developed in future research, including both selling 
and non-selling dimensions. This leads to the establishment of the second pair of 
sub-questions. 
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Sub-question 2a: What is the added value of selling activities in trade shows for 
the diamond industry today? 
 
Sub-question 2b: What is the added value of non-selling activities in trade shows 
for the diamond industry today? 
 
Network platform 
Trade shows appear to be among the most important tools influencing a 
customer’s purchase decision process. According to the study of Parasuraman 
(1981) trade shows were ranked second, behind personal selling and ahead of 
direct mail promotion and print advertising. More recent studies show how 
trade shows provide positive economic benefits in terms of immediate sales, 
product awareness and customer outreach (Gopalakrishna & Williams, 1992; 
Gopalakrishna, Lilien, Williams & Sequira, 1995). In addition, Czinkota and 
Ronkainen (1988, p.32) state that “exporting firms will be able to reach a 
sizeable number of sales prospects in a brief period of time at a reasonable cost 
per contact through trade shows”. This large number of participants enables 
trade shows to generate more business overall (Wilkinson & Brouthers, 2006). 
Knowledge exchange between exhibitors and visitors at ITS is viewed as an 
important mechanism for network building, foreign market selection and 
making an entry through foreign exchange partner identification (Rosson & 
Seringhaus, 1987). It is also an opportunity for participants to gain knowledge 
about the foreign market, competitors, product requirements and export sales 
(Ramaswami & Yan, 1990; Seringhaus & Rosson, 1990; Evers & Knight, 2008). 
Furthermore, trade shows are referred to as an important network platform that 
leads to identifying prospects and maintaining customer contact (Evers & Knight, 
2008). 
 
More currently, firms implement activities that, instead of traditional roles, 
create a network infrastructure for internal growth and expansion (Maskell et 
al., 2006). This network forum can be particularly effective for small exporters at 
ITS (Evers & Knight, 2008). Through internationalization, a firm creates and 
maintains relationships with counterparts in other countries (Chetty & 
Blankenburg Holm, 2000). This can occur in three different ways. A first type of 
relationship can be formed with counterparts in countries that are new to the 
internationalizing firm. Secondly, the firm increases commitment by penetrating 
established foreign networks. Finally, firms can integrate their positions in 
networks in various countries.  
 
For SMEs specifically, a wide range of relationships can be built with agents, 
customers, suppliers, distributors, regional development agencies, export 
promotion organizations, consultants and competitors (Chetty & Blankenburg 
Holm, 2000). SMEs can take advantage by pooling their sources into business 
networks and thus use a wider network of relationships to internationalize 
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(Chetty & Blankenburg Hilm, 2000) and extend their current business network to 
new markets (Sharma & Johanson, 1987; Blankenburg Holm, 1996). 
Nevertheless, the role that trade shows play in facilitating or enhancing 
international business networks has also been disregarded (Ford et al., 2003). 
On the other hand, new trends in E-commerce or big data analytics might also 
change the role of trade fairs in this sense. These findings lead to the third sub-
question.  
 
Sub-question 3: What is the added value of the recent network-building 
activities that take place at international trade shows for SMEs in the diamond 
industry? 
 
The managerial role 
The management team plays a critical role in identifying important stimuli for 
the internationalization process of SMEs (Forsgren & Johanson, 1992) and can 
determine the efficiency rate and successfulness of this process (Nauwelaerts & 
Vijfeyken, 2013). The main task of the management team is coordinating the 
interaction of various actors in the business network (Forsgren & Johansen, 
1992). Further tasks include setting objectives, determining the required budget, 
selecting and prioritizing shows to attend, staffing these shows and evaluating 
show efforts (Kijewski, Yoon & Young, 1993). Madhok (1996) indicates that a 
management team needs to realize as well that a firm and its environment are 
not separate entities. Managers can shape their firms’ environment and 
complement its limited capacities by collaborating with other companies. A 
firm’s focus should therefore be on the network for resources and opportunities 
instead of on its internal barriers to internationalization. 
 
According to the work of Kuivalainen, Sundqvist, Puumaiaien & Cadogan (2004) 
there is a strong relationship between a leader’s mindset or attitude towards 
internationalization and a company’s international performance. The knowledge 
and experience of a firm’s management team is considered key to early 
exporting and internationalization (Rueber & Fischer, 1997). In turn, firms’ 
exports can be seriously hampered by managers’ lack of determination or 
motivation to do so (Bilkey & Tesar, 1977; Cavusgil & Nevin, 1981; Czinkota & 
Johnson, 1983; Pavord & Bogard, 1975; Wiedersheim-Paul et al., 1978). 
Therefore, the export performance could be explained by a managerial team’s 
effort level (Alvarez, 2004). This leads to the following sub-question: 
 
Sub-question 4: How does the leaders’ skill impact a trade show performance of 
a recent exporting firm in the diamond industry? 
 
Government export assistance programs 
The cost of exhibition at trade shows continues to rise. In addition, a lot of 
controversy revolves around the value of trade shows and particularly around 
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the inability of firms to quantifiably measure the return on investment in those 
shows. This issue is most prominent concerning trade shows that exhibit 
complex products with several decision-makers involved in a purchase. 
However, according to Chetty and Blankenburg Holm (2000), the emphasis 
should be on the value creation, rather than on the costs of participation. 
 
As indicated, participation in ITS is both important and costly (Rosson & 
Seringhaus, 1998). Therefore, programs such as governmental export promotion 
are beneficial as they provide assistance to exhibitors who lack foreign market 
know-how or international trade fair experience. The study of Nelson, 
Shamsuddoha and Yunus (2009) points out how such assistance programs not 
only influence a firm’s export performance directly (Donthu & Kim, 1993; 
Katsikeas, Piercy & Loannidis, 1996; Francis & Collins-Dodd, 2004; Gençtürk & 
Kotabe, 2001), but also have a significant impact indirectly on a firm’s export 
performance by contributing directly to a firm’s knowledge, information 
gathering, perception and the increment of commitment. This appears 
particularly vital for SMEs (Wheeler, 1990; Collins & Francis, 2004; Nauwelaerts 
& Vijfeyken, 2013). As mentioned previously, SMEs can overcome their lack of 
resources and know-how by building relationships with other actors that do 
possess these necessities in terms of resources and experience. However, 
governmental organizations should focus on sector or industry specific actions 
and instruments, as these seem to be most effective (Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 
2013). These export promotion programs should also be as flexible as the 
international market itself. 
 
Several studies show how smaller-sized firms in particular could benefit from 
export assistance programs (Olson, 1975; Pointon, 1978; Czinkota, 1982; 
Cavusgil, 1983; Gronhaug & Lorentzen, 1983; Reid, 1984; Denis & Depetleau, 
1985; Seringhaus, 1984; Cavusgil & Naor, 1987). Gençtürk and Kotabe (2001) 
also found that government export assistance programs contribute positively to 
export success. Many studies have concluded that the use of government export 
assistance by managers can contribute to a successful export development 
strategy (Bilkey, 1978; Bilkey & Tesar, 1977; Cavusgil, 1983; Nauwelaerts & 
Vijfeyken, 2013). Lederman et al. (2010) affirm this by stating that export-
supporting organizations can contribute effectively to a certain export 
performance and these organizations are important as they help to overcome 
trade barriers and avoid asymmetric information. However, there seems to be a 
low level of awareness among these export assistance programs (Moini, 1998). 
It appears that many of these programs fail to reach their targeted firms. Thus, 
promoting awareness of these programs is essential in order to increase its 
success. This brings us to the fifth sub-question. 
 
Sub-question 5: What is today, the added value of government export assistance 
programs for a SME in the diamond industry participating in an international 
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trade show? 
 
New keys to a successful participation in a digital world 
What makes a successful participation in an ITS has been the object of several 
studies (Kevin & Cron, 1987; Sashi & Perrety, 1992; Alvarez, 2004). According to 
Kerin and Cron (1987), the key for attendees is to match the exhibitor’s targeted 
market, which implies proper planning, execution and follow-up. Alvarez (2004) 
also indicates that important sources of success are the training of workers, 
process innovation such as outsourcing and the use of export promotion 
instruments.  
 
In addition, DiPietro and Anoruo (2005) identify creativity and innovation as 
important drivers for a firm’s export performance, competitive advantage and 
general success. In their study, positive relationships between a firm’s export 
performance and a firm’s creative activity are detected. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that creativity matters for the value of a firm’s export. Furthermore, 
Nauwelaerts and Frank (2007) state that the success of a creative company is 
mainly determined by its creative process. Concerning the importance of 
innovation, several studies state that innovation is a source of competitive 
advantage (Bloodgood, Sapienza & Almeida, 1997). Every firm must innovate in 
order to effectively compete globally (Weifens, Addison, Audretsch, Gries & 
Grupp, 2000). However, the effect of innovation is difficult to measure. In an 
open economy, creativity and innovation will provide a two-fold boost to the 
economic growth and development. In a closed one, these factors establish a 
direct uplift of the economy. In conclusion, creativity and innovation are often 
SMEs’ unique competitive advantages (Maenhout et al., 2006). These findings 
lead to the final sub-question. 
 
Sub-question 6: How can creativity and innovation contribute to competitive 
advantages at trade shows for a SME in the diamond industry today and how 
does digitalization affect the role and impact of ITS?  
 
Figure 2 gives an overview of the six main research questions. 
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Methodology 
 
Qualitative research approach 
As it is difficult to measure the role and impact of ITS on the internationalization 
process of SMEs in a pure quantitative way, a qualitative research method is 
applied. According to Perren and Ram (2004), qualitative methods are gaining 
overall acceptance within the small business and entrepreneurship research 
community. The case study approach in particular is adopted, as it is a valuable 
research tool (Yin, 1989). The major strength of the case study method lies in 
the ability to measure and record behavior. Additional strength lies in the ability 
to test the empirical validity and novelty of the research (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
Besides, case studies are more suitable than large surveys as they explain events 
and deal with them over a period of time, and do not limit data collection to 
verbal information (Chetty, 1996). Such multiple-data collection methods allow 
one to conduct a more thorough examination of each firm than is possible with 
a quantitative study. The information gathered will include documentation, 
archives, interviews, observations and questionnaires (Yin, 1989). Case studies 
are also generalizable to theoretical sub-questions and aim at expanding 
theories. According to Eisenhardt (1998), the case study method is 
recommended for new research areas or areas for which existing theory seems 
inadequate. As indicated, the empirical research of the international diamond 
trade is limited and complex (Van Dijck, 2009). Above that, we want to study the 
impact of recent trends in E-commerce and social media which are today still 
difficult to study through secondary data.  For these reasons, the case study 
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approach seems the most adequate method for this study. Moreover, case 
studies will result in a better understanding of the decision-making process in 
the export performance (Chetty, 1996). 
 
Sampling method 
The sampling method of the cases consist of a purposeful sampling applied to 
SMEs. As indicated, this research focusses on SMEs as they represent a critical 
component to economic growth. The firms taken into consideration must 
employ no more than 250 people and need to be internationally active in the 
diamond industry classified as G46761 by the Nace Code (European Commission, 
2018). Additionally, the SMEs need to operate in Antwerp in order to conduct an 
in-depth interview with respondents. Antwerp is known as the world’s most 
important diamond trade hub, as 50% of all polished diamonds and 84% of all 
rough diamonds pass through Antwerp (AWDC, 2018). Finally, the cases are 
selected for having at least five years of experience with ITS. 
 
Data collection and processing 
Eisenhardt (1989) stated that there is no ideal number of cases when applying a 
multiple-case approach. However, a theory is difficult to be generated based on 
fewer than four cases. For the purpose of this research, eight cases are 
examined in order to build a solid theory. These case studies are derived from a 
database provided by the Antwerp World Diamond Centre. 
 
Complementary to the documentation, in-depth interviews are conducted. 
These interviews are semi-structured and prepared by means of a questionnaire 
with mainly open questions. The questionnaire is based on the literature review 
and is attached as appendix 1.  
 
Thereupon, all the findings are structured and coded by means of the qualitative 
data analysis software, Nvivo 11. A thorough within-case and cross-case analysis 
is conducted based upon this coding scheme, which can be accessed in appendix 
2. 
 
Classification table 
In preparation of these case studies, the key figures and characteristics of the 
respondents are collected. The main characteristics of these respondents are 
classified in Table 1. 
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  Table 1. Classification table respondents 

 
 
Expert Review 
In addition to the case studies, an extensive expert review is carried out with the 
Antwerp World Diamond Centre (AWDC). AWDC is an industry-established 
foundation as well as the official representative of the Antwerp diamond sector. 
The foundation offers a wide range of services such as B2B initiatives, 
networking events, seminars and workshops in order to support the diamond 
business locally and abroad (AWDC, 2018). 
 
“AWDC sets up Antwerp Diamond Pavilions (ADP), enabling Antwerp diamond 
companies to exhibit as a group and collectively promote their business at the 
leading international trade fairs. By grouping the Antwerp diamond companies 
in one pavilion, AWDC can facilitate fair participation and Antwerp succeeds in 
significantly augmenting the image of the entire Antwerp diamond industry.” 
 
By means of triangulation, the quality and the validity of the research can be 
ensured. The findings of the expert review are therefore assessed and compared 
in the cross-case analysis. 
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Results 
 
Within-case analysis 
 
Company A 
The first case study is a family business, founded in 1928. The respondent is the 
fourth-generation CEO of his family and the company conducts polished 
diamond trading and manufacturing. An average of 80% of the total turnover 
can be allocated to polished trading, and another 20% to diamond 
manufacturing. Apart from their office in Antwerp, the firm has sister companies 
in New York and Israel. At the moment, twenty employees are employed in all 
their offices. The respondent first participated in ITS twenty years ago and 
attended seven trade shows in 2017. The firm’s main markets are Belgium, the 
United States, Switzerland and China. However, the firm was already active in 
these countries before attending trade shows, and therefore did not primarily 
rely on this tool as a foreign market entry strategy. Instead the company 
travelled, explored the possible markets and conducted prospection. 
 
The respondent’s main goal at trade shows is meeting new customers. Hence, 
the company does not focus merely on immediate sales, but pursues a 
combination of selling and non-selling activities. Furthermore, the respondent 
does not attribute any importance to setting up these objectives beforehand. 
According to the respondent, the main added value of participating in ITS is to 
gain knowledge about a foreign market. Despite the wide recognition of these 
shows as an export-stimulating instrument, the respondent states: “The 
influence of trade shows on the export performance depends mainly on the 
business model of the diamond trader.” 
 
The respondent also indicated that the importance of creativity and innovation 
is rather limited within the diamond industry as diamonds are generic products. 
The transparency, on the other hand, has increased significantly. Additionally, 
ITS can affect a company’s international business network. However, the 
respondent perceives trade shows as a sales platform rather than a mechanism 
for network building, despite the latter being emphasized in literature. For 
successful participation, a SME-manager must be well organized and able to 
adapt swiftly to the changing environment. The professionalism of a manager is 
also crucial, as the leaders’ skill can impact the trade show performance. When 
participating at these trade shows, the company uses government export 
assistance programs. These programs are perceived as beneficial, but companies 
also need to take the administrative efforts into account. 
 
Company B 
The following company was founded in 2014 and conducts polished and rough 
trading, with a specialization in fancy color diamonds and white diamonds. An 
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average of 90% of the total turnover is allocated to polished trading, whereas 
10% is allocated to rough trading. The company also conducts in-house 
manufacturing. Apart from their office in Antwerp, where a team of seven 
employees is currently employed, the firm has a local sales office abroad.  
 
The respondent is the sales manager of the firm, who has over ten years of 
experience at ITS. The company attends five or six trade shows on an annual 
basis and focuses on the Asian and European market. However, they were 
already active in Asia before attending ITS. Their main entry mode in these 
markets is through visiting the foreign market and conducting research online in 
order to find new prospects. 
 
In addition, the respondent declares that ITS are mainly perceived as a 
marketing tool. Trade shows are also recognized as useful when infiltrating a 
new market, essentially a proper follow-up needs to be conducted. 
 
When setting up their objectives, they do so beforehand and always focus on 
the long-term motives. The main objective of the firm is to attend markets in 
which they are currently active, so they can service their established clients and 
improve their visibility. The focus rather lies on non-selling activities, than on 
selling activities. Furthermore, the respondent states that ITS influence the 
export performance of a diamond trader. Particularly, trade in smaller sized 
diamonds has shifted abroad as trade in larger sized diamonds remains mainly 
local. Although trade shows have an influence on the export performance, they 
are not perceived as an export-stimulating instrument. In addition, the main 
added value of participating is to meet new customers and to maintain 
relationships with the existing client base, especially in the diamond business. It 
is also crucial for a diamond trader to carry out a thorough follow-up. However, 
in order to perceive a trade show as an important mechanism for network 
building, a firm needs to have an adequate target market. Knowledge can also 
be gained about the foreign market and the competitors, as trade shows provide 
a good market indication. 
 
According to the respondent, a vital leadership skill of a SME-manager in the 
diamond industry is professionalism. A manager also needs to be aware and 
alert, as many thefts take place at a trade show. Hence, a leader’s skill will 
impact a trade show performance. Even though the expenses are high, the 
respondent declares that the value created by attending ITS compensates the 
costs. 
 
Company C 
The third case study consists of a company founded in 1977 that established a 
great deal of experience at ITS. The company conducts only polished trading and 
has one office, located in Antwerp with currently four employees. The main 
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target markets are the European and Asian ones and the company chooses to 
participate only at the trade shows located in these regions. The respondent 
perceives trade shows as the most adequate environment to make new contacts 
and would use them to infiltrate a new market. Therefore, the main objective is 
to gain new contacts and the focus lies mainly on the non-selling activities.  
 
According to the respondent, taking part in trade shows is useful to gain 
knowledge, meet new customers and maintain current relationships. In 
addition, a correct follow-up is essential as networking activities mainly take 
place after, rather than during trade shows. Producing knowledge about a 
foreign market and enhancing the company’s image are the main added values 
when participating in a trade show. The respondent also emphasized the 
importance of proficient leadership skills, of which he considers effective 
communication with the customer to be key. However, the respondent does not 
perceive creativity and innovation as vital success factors for diamond traders. In 
his opinion, creativity is mainly important for jewelers as they are able to 
distinguish themselves more at trade shows.  
 
In addition, the digitalization has clearly had an impact on the diamond industry 
according to the respondent. He perceives it as a positive influence, enabling 
customers to become more informed and educated. The transparency in the 
industry has increased as well. Furthermore, the firm does not use any 
government export assistance programs and acknowledged that most diamond 
trading companies are ill-informed about the opportunities and conditions. 
 
Company D 
The next company D was founded in 1912 and nowadays holds five offices, 
located in Antwerp, Chicago, Hong Kong, New York and Shanghai. Around 80% 
of the total turnover is allocated to polished trading, making it their main 
operation. The remaining 20% is allocated to rough trading. The whole structure, 
including the polishing factories, employs around 1.400 workers, of which 45 are 
employed in Belgium. The company’s respondent is the sales manager who has 
over 20 years of experience at trade shows and even though they used to 
participate in a lot more ITS, the firm has now chosen to focus on the most 
prominent ones. Although the environment has changed, the firm would still use 
trade shows to infiltrate a new market.  
 
Identifying new prospects and maintaining the company’s current network are 
the most prominent objectives when participating in a trade show. These are 
always long-term sales objectives, since short term ones are no longer possible. 
In addition, the respondent views trade shows as an export-stimulating 
instrument. The core added value is stated as being ‘image enhancement and 
sustaining visibility’. The respondent finds knowledge acquisition about foreign 
markets and customers of lesser importance, as the firm already has established 
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local sales offices in these markets. Therefore, the local sales offices can provide 
them with market information beforehand. Moreover, network-building 
activities do take place at an ITS. However, the company does not organize any 
networking events themselves anymore. The respondent has also been 
informed about the government export assistance programs, but the firm is not 
eligible as their turnover is too large to receive any assistance. 
 
In the opinion of the sales manager, a vital leadership skill of a SME-manager in 
the diamond industry is the ability to balance the daily routine and following up 
on leads after the show. The leader skills are vital as they influence the trade 
show performance. Furthermore, the respondent declares that: “It is difficult to 
differentiate yourself from the competitors, as diamonds are generic products.” 
In order to be successful, one should maintain personal contact with a potential 
customer and conduct a thorough follow-up. 
 
Company E 
The fifth case study consists of a diamond company that has a broad activity 
base as it conducts polished trading as well as rough trading and holds its own 
in-house manufacturing. The company has two offices located in Antwerp and 
Mumbai, with a team of twelve employees. After being founded in 1989, the 
firm started to participate in trade shows eight years ago. Nowadays, the 
company takes part in three ITS per year, all located in Hong Kong. In the 
opinion of the respondent, it is the only location left were immediate sales are 
actually generated. The company does not have a local sales office in Hong Kong 
but has been able to infiltrate the Asian market through trade shows and finds 
these highly effective to gradually enter a new market.  
 
The respondent’s main objective is not the generation of leads but rather 
establishing long-term relationships. These objectives are usually set up 
beforehand and focus only on the long-term outlook. Noticeably, the company 
does not pay a lot of attention to gathering market information or enhancing 
their company’s image at ITS, nor to stimulate exports. For them, the added 
value is to increase product awareness and developing public relations. They can 
also boost sales and influence the export performance of a diamond trader. In 
addition, mainly innovation is perceived as a critical success factor.  
 
The fundamental reason for the company attending ITS is because of the 
networking that takes place. The network-building activities have a strong 
impact on the company’s international business network. A SME-manager in the 
diamond industry should have sufficient knowledge, to ensure success at an ITS. 
Even though the respondent has been in the industry for over twenty years, he 
keeps on learning new aspects and is able to expand his knowledge on a daily 
basis.  
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Furthermore, the impact of the digitalization on the diamond industry is 
perceived both as positive and negative. Firms are able to establish a wider 
customer base, but prices on the other hand are becoming less elastic due to 
fixed pricing lists that are provided online. However, the increase in the 
transparency is mainly perceived as positive. 
 
Company F 
The next case study F concerns a family-owned business that was at first 
founded in India. The Belgian office was opened in 1999 by two brothers and 
conducts only polished trading, whereas the diamond manufacturing is carried 
out by a partner company in India. At the moment, four employees are active in 
Antwerp and around 300 employees are operating at their partner office. The 
firm started to participate in ITS in 2014 and currently exhibits at three trade 
shows located in Antwerp, Geneva and Basel. Their main objective when 
exhibiting is to sell to larger companies. Jewelry and watch companies are their 
core target group of customers, as they chiefly trade in collection goods. Trade 
shows are perceived as useful when entering a new market. The company also 
attributes importance to aspects such as gathering competitive information and 
enhancing their company’s image. 
 
International trade shows are perceived as having a significant effect on the 
export performance, making diamonds more accessible to the average 
consumer. In addition, trade shows are an important network instrument and 
have a significant effect on a company’s international business network. By 
taking part in a trade show, diamond traders are able to increase visibility and 
even establish a generation of leads.  
 
Even though the diamond industry is usually viewed as a traditional industry, 
creativity and innovation are perceived as critical success factors. Additionally, 
the respondent perceives the increase of transparency and the impact of 
digitalization as a negative influence. Due to online fixed pricing lists, it has 
become more difficult to generate sales. 
 
Company G 
The seventh case study G consists of a company founded in 1998. However, the 
respondent, namely the CEO of the company has been in the diamond industry 
for over 40 years. The company’s operations consist of diamond manufacturing, 
polished trading and rough trading. The company is mainly specialized in smaller 
sized goods. Apart from their office in Antwerp, they have an office in Dubai as 
well as a manufacturing unit in Mumbai that employs over 2.000 workers. Since 
2010, the firm has been actively participating in ITS. Nowadays, the firm takes 
part in three trade shows annually, all located in Hong Kong. In the near future, 
the company would like to expand their activities to the American market and 
will probably use trade shows to do so.  
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When the firm takes part in an ITS, they set up their objectives beforehand. 
These objectives are always expressed from a long-term standpoint. In the 
opinion of the respondent, diamond traders will pay more attention to short-
term motives when they are dealing with larger sized goods as it is more of a 
one-time business. Additionally, trade shows are not perceived as an export-
stimulating instrument, as they allegedly do not influence the export 
performance of a diamond trader. The main added value of participating is 
defined as the personal contact established with a potential customer and the 
increment of the product awareness, as it can inform and educate clients about 
the differences between natural and synthetic diamonds. This is the main role of 
a manager within the diamond industry, since false information is often 
dispersed. A manager needs to be able to ensure customers that the firm is only 
working with natural diamonds and that they are following the guidelines. 
 
Furthermore, the respondent perceives trade shows as an important networking 
mechanism. He believes that trade shows affect their company’s international 
business network. 
 
Company H 
The last case study H is a young company, founded in 2014. The founding 
director has nevertheless over 35 years of experience in the diamond industry 
with De Beers. With a team of five employees in Antwerp, the company provides 
a wide range of services such as the assessment of rough and polished diamond 
inventories, diamond processing insurances, risk assessments and loss 
adjustments.  
 
According to the respondent, the main objective when participating in an ITS is 
finding new prospects. It is also crucial for companies to not neglect their 
existing customers, as a diamond trader should be able to provide the same 
service for new clients as for their existing customers. The respondent also 
emphasized the importance of image building, since trade shows are perceived 
as an important mechanism for networking. In addition, the respondent believes 
that successful trade shows can generate sales. It does however, depend on the 
size of the company and the way the company operates. Furthermore, trade 
shows are perceived as an export-stimulating instrument.  
 
The respondent stated that consumers nowadays are becoming more educated 
and want to know where the diamonds are coming from. Thus, networking and 
socializing at these trade shows is an important path to success. The leaders’ 
skill further determines the success of a trade show, as a manager needs to be 
aware of the latest technologies and changes within the diamond industry. The 
respondent also declared: “With today’s environment, it is crucial that you speak 
the same language as the next generation.” 
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Cross-case analysis 
In this chapter we compare the results obtained from our eight in-depth case 
studies for each sub-question. Through this cross-case analysis and triangulation 
we will identify the main similarities and therefore the most significant results 
from our study.   
 
Main objectives for participation in ITS 
The main objective for cases A, C, D and G to participate in ITS is meeting new 
customers. The respondent of case B also attributes importance to maintaining 
contact with existing customers in their target market. In addition, the 
respondents of cases C and D participate in order to increase the company’s 
visibility or presence in the marketplace. Case E, in turn, focuses on establishing 
long-term relationships with customers, rather than on a one-time business. 
These results align with the statement of AWDC, where the main objective is 
predominantly meeting new customers and maintaining relationships with 
existing ones. The respondents of cases F and H, on the contrary are exceptions, 
focusing on the generation of immediate sales. 
 
Furthermore, all respondents acknowledge that objectives, when set up, are 
always set up from a long-term perspective. Therefore, diamond traders 
perceive ITS participation as an added value only from a long-term point of view 
and in order to enhance the company’s image and visibility. AWDC also declares 
that a short-term motive cannot be distinguished when exhibiting at an ITS, as 
most companies are aware that participation can only become fruitful over a 
longer period of time. Additionally, the respondent of case D declares that as 
opposed to a few years ago, it is no longer possible to set up short term sales 
objectives at ITS. 
 
The majority of the respondents focuses on non-selling activities when 
exhibiting. These mostly consist of gathering competitive information, 
identifying new prospects and enhancing the company’s image. Still, a 
combination of selling and non-selling activities is used by cases A and H. 
According to the respondent A, the firm would use other instruments than trade 
shows to carry out sales activities, particularly for immediate sales. AWDC also 
acknowledges like most respondents of our case studies that trade shows often 
do not lead to immediate sales and that it is therefore very important to keep 
contact with existing customers and to conduct a proper follow-up with new 
ones. 
 
Most cases find setting up ITS objectives in advance to be beneficial, as it might 
improve the effectiveness of the exhibition. However, cases A, C and D do not 
set up such objectives. The respondent of case A declares these to be mostly 
intuitive. Case D claims that these are difficult to set up in advance and 
perceives trade shows mainly as a passive instrument, where a diamond trader 
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needs to wait until a prospect passes by. 
 
 Table 2. Overview sub-question 1: main objectives for ITS participation 

 
 

Main value added of selling and non-selling activities; the export performance 
Five out of the eight case studies declare that ITS positively influence the export 
performance of a diamond trader. The respondent of case F explains how trade 
shows have removed brokers out of the scene and thus have been able to 
influence the export performance. Case A also claims that the added value 
mainly depends on the implemented business model. Case F further states that 
due to trade shows, diamonds are becoming more available for the average 
consumer. However, cases E and G perceive neither this aspect nor the export-
stimulation of ITS to be of influence. The relatively small size and limited ITS 
experience of these two companies could be an explanatory factor. 
Nevertheless, the majority of these answers are in line with AWDC’s statement, 
who states that ITS are viewed as an export-stimulating instrument and 
therefore influence the export performance of a diamond trader.  
 
Furthermore, cases B, D, F, and G perceive ITS as valuable in particular for the 
diamond industry. Establishing long-term personal relationships with customers 
and increasing the visibility by means of exhibition is according to the 
respondents vital in order to be successful within the diamond industry. AWDC 
also declares ITS as an effective platform for the diamond industry, where 
buyers, exhibitors, associations, jewellers and manufacturers are able to unite. 
According to cases A, C, E and H, the added value of trade shows in the diamond 
industry is not different from that in other industries. The respondent of case E 
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states: “Trade shows are basically everywhere the same concept, it does not 
depend on the industry. It is mostly about PR and advertising your products.” 
 
For cases B, F and H, this added value is mainly meeting new customers. For 
cases C, D and F this concerns the enhancement of the company’s image and 
visibility. In turn, case A declares the knowledge that can be gained about the 
foreign market as essential. According to case studies E and G and the 
respondent at AWDC, the main added value is the public relations that a 
diamond trader can achieve when exhibiting. Besides these aspects, the 
respondents also mention product awareness, immediate sales and gaining 
knowledge about the competitors. 
 
 Table 3. Overview sub-question 2: added value of ITS 
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The ITS as network platform 
With the exception of case B, all respondents state that network-building 
activities do take place at an ITS. Case F even affirms that trade shows are the 
most adequate environment for networking. As a result, all cases, excluding case 
B, perceive ITS as an important mechanism for network building. The 
respondent of case A perceives trade shows even more as a sales platform than 
as a networking one. In addition, the respondent of case B declares that the 
presence of network-building activities and the importance of it depend mainly 
on the location of these trade shows. Therefore, almost all case studies, declare 
that trade shows positively affect a company’s international business network. 
The respondent of case E states that by means of trade shows, diamond traders 
are able to enhance their company’s image. Case F further affirms that the 
participation in ITS increases brand awareness. These findings resonate with 
AWDC stating that an ITS is an important mechanism for network building and 
positively affects a company’s international business network. 
 
The majority of cases acknowledge that an exchange of knowledge between 
exhibitors and visitors takes place at an ITS. According to cases C and H, this has 
had a positive influence, as consumers are becoming more educated and want 
to know where the diamonds are coming from. In turn, diamond traders are 
able to gain more knowledge about foreign markets, customers and 
competitors. The respondent of case B states that trade shows represent a good 
market indication. In addition, the respondent of case F states that diamond 
traders are able to gain knowledge about foreign customers, by analyzing the 
type of goods they are mostly looking for. Thus, diamond traders at ITS will be 
able to acknowledge the spending power of each foreign market as well as, 
according to case G, evolutions and recent trends within the industry.  
 
Furthermore, cases F and H have local sales offices or agencies abroad and 
declare that these also provide them knowledge. For case F this knowledge 
consists of manufacturing pricing and is gained through their partner company. 
Case H states that local sales offices can carry out only limited inventories 
throughout the year. Therefore, diamond businesses are able to shift a large 
amount of the inventories to their booths by means of trade shows. As a result, 
the participation in a trade show is still useful when a diamond company has a 
local sales office in the same market as the trade shows. On the other hand, one 
respondent of case G declares that they mostly gain knowledge through their 
office in Antwerp, rather than though their local sales office abroad. 
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Table 4. Overview sub-question 3: ITS as a network platform 

 
 
 
The managerial role 
The most praised leadership skills across the case studies are professionalism 
and knowledge. According to the respondents, it is vital for a SME-manager in 
the diamond industry to behave professionally and be knowledgeable about his 
goods and the diamond industry. In addition, cases G and H attribute 
importance to increasing awareness among customers about the differences 
between synthetic and natural diamonds, but also about the changing 
environment and technology. Cases A and D find it essential for a SME-manager 
to be well organised and able to balance the daily routine with a thorough 
follow-up on leads after trade shows. Furthermore, cases A, C and H emphasise 
the importance of social skills and effective communication. The respondent of 
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case F also states that SME-managers should lead by example and motivate their 
team.  
 
The respondent of case A states that the critical role of a SME-manager within 
the diamond industry is to adapt rapidly to the changing environment. Case B 
adds to this role the prevention of thefts at trade shows by increasing 
awareness. For cases F and G, the critical role of a SME-manager is to establish 
an effective communication with the customers and thus, according to case F, 
build up a trust-based relationship. Case G further emphasises the role of 
properly informing customers, since false information is often spread. Managers 
also need to be able to assure their customers that they only work with natural 
diamonds and that they follow the requirements and guidelines.  
 
With the exception of case E, all respondents declare that a leader’s skill has an 
impact on the trade show performance. Only according to case E, the skills of a 
leader do not have a direct impact on the trade show performance. However, he 
admits that the leadership skills do influence indirectly the sales leads. In 
addition, all respondents, with the exclusion of case G, state that not only a 
managers’ skills, but also their determination and motivation have an influence. 
 
The AWDC respondent agrees on the importance of knowledge as a vital 
leadership skill, along with passion and commitment. These skills can 
significantly influence the trade show performance. 
 
Table 5 Overview sub-question 4: impact of manager’s skills 
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Government export assistance programs related to ITS 
According to the respondents of our case studies, the cost of participating in an 
international trade show ranges from €20.000 to €90.000, including staff 
accommodation and flights. The cases A, C and E explicitly state that the average 
cost differs depending on the location. Case A also states that it depends on the 
number of exhibitors. Cases B, C, E and G find the value created when exhibiting 
to be in alignment with these costs.  
 
With the exception of case A, all respondents do not make use of some 
government export assistance programs for ITS exhibition. The majority of the 
respondents are unaware of the related possibilities and conditions. However, 
case D did inform us about the conditions, but was not eligible for financial 
support as their turnover is too large. The respondent of case A also mentions 
that firms must be aware of the administrative efforts related to applying for 
such programs. In the opinion of the respondent of case H, most of the larger 
international organizations already work with governments or governmental 
institutions and therefore do not apply for further assistance programs. 
 
One possible explanation could be that, in comparison to the other respondents, 
case A has the longest active experience within the diamond industry. The 
respondent has accumulated over twenty years of experience at ITS and 
therefore has more knowledge about government export assistance programs. 
Moreover, as mentioned previously, the diamond industry is a closed industry 
where diamond traders are reluctant to share their information and financial 
results.  
 
In addition, the respondent at AWDC states that only their organization as well 
as Flanders Investment and Trade are qualified to assign government export 
assistance programs. Diamond traders are able to ask for subsidies and support. 
The main condition for the applicant to receive support is to have a company 
registered in Belgium and to realize a certain amount of productivity in this 
country. The AWDC website also indicates that the complex subsidy programs 
are implemented at different levels of governance namely, on an international, 
national, regional or local level (AWDC, 2018). 
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 Table 6. Overview sub-question 5: governance support in ITS 

 
 
Recent trends, role of digitalisation, innovation and creativity 
All respondents of the case studies indicate an increase in the transparency in 
the diamond industry in the last five years. Cases C and E explicitly express that 
this is a positive trend, as it has allowed customers to become more educated 
and well-informed. According to the respondent of case B, the increase is 
associated with global pricing since online fixed pricing lists of diamonds have 
forced diamond traders to make their practices more transparent and to evolve 
with the industry. Customers are also becoming more aware about the 
industry’s functioning.  
 
Furthermore, the majority of the case studies perceive the impact of 
digitalization on the diamond industry as positive. The respondent of case H 
states that the digitalization has disrupted traditional business models and has 
caused diamond businesses to develop gradually. On the contrary, case studies 
A, B and F perceive the digitalization as a negative influence since it has 
suppressed their margins and made competitors aware of their customers. Case 
E states that the influence can be positive and negative. On the one hand, 
diamond traders are able to establish a wider customer base. On the other, this 
reduced global price elasticity is affecting traders’ margins. Hence, the 
digitalization has affected the diamond business and the supply chain. The 
respondent of case A states that due to the digitalization, the supply chain has 
been reduced and pricing has become more transparent. Case B declares that as 
a result of online fixed pricing lists and diamond trading networks, it has become 
far more difficult to generate sales. According to case E, this mostly affects the 
supply chain of polished diamonds, as rough diamonds are less traded online. 
Additionally, the respondent of case H claims that leading diamond companies 
are selling more over the internet. This mostly concerns certified and/or loose 
diamonds. As a result, the digitalization has an impact on international trade 
shows. However, personal service still remains a major element for the diamond 
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industry today. 
 
These claims are also affirmed by the AWDC, who states that an increase in the 
transparency has taken place in the industry over the last five to ten years. The 
respondent also finds the impact of digitalization to be positive on the industry 
as a whole, but rather limited on trade shows in particular due to their 
traditional nature. The digitalization has also affected the supply chain, 
considering that consumers can easily compare prices between competitors 
through sales platforms. 
 
Focusing on the keys to successful participation in ITS, case A mentions that the 
professionalism of a SME-manager is key to success at an ITS. Case B emphasizes 
the company’s visibility, a correct pricing mechanism and eye-catching goods as 
crucial keys in order to participate successfully at an ITS. In turn, case C states 
that providing a consistent strong supply is essential, whereas case D attributes 
importance to a proper follow-up and long-term customer relationships. 
 
In addition, cases B, F and H state that creativity is viewed as an important 
source of competitive advantage, whereas cases C, E and G did not. The 
respondent of case B added that the importance of creativity depends on the 
location of the trade show. The respondent of case C also claims that it provides 
a competitive edge for diamond jewelers more than for diamond traders. 
According to the respondents of cases E and G, the role of creativity lies in 
manufacturing. Furthermore, innovation is viewed by cases E, F and H as 
imperative for small and medium-sized diamond businesses. More exactly, case 
E declares that a combination of innovation and marketing ability is necessary to 
generate competitive advantage. Cases B, C and G, do not share this view. For 
instance, case G explains that innovation only provides a competitive edge when 
dealing with larger sized goods. Cases A and D, on the other hand, minimize the 
importance of creativity and innovation, stating that it is difficult to differentiate 
generic products such as diamonds. However, the AWDC interviewee argues 
that even though the diamond business is a traditional one, creativity and 
innovation are important features for a diamond trader to stand out from the 
crowd at an international trade show. 
 
In terms of future prospects, most respondents agree that the amount of trade 
shows will keep on increasing in the near future, and that they will become even 
more valuable and important. However, the respondents of cases E and H 
expressed their concerns that trade shows might become obsolete and 
companies might withdraw their participation. 
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Table 7. Overview sub-question 6: role of digitalisation, creativity and innovation 

 
 

Conclusions 
In this final chapter, general conclusions are formulated along with further 
implications for each sub-question based on the eight in-depth case studies and 
expert interview and the previous existing studies. Finally, we mention some 
limitations of our study and recommendations for future research. 
 
General conclusion and implications 
According to the literature review, small and medium-sized enterprises are 
increasingly important to economic growth (Robson & Bennett, 2000). In order 
to further SMEs’ expansion into foreign markets, international trade shows allow 
these firms to test their market potential abroad (Wilkonson & Brouthers, 2006; 
Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 2013). Trade shows are also a key marketing tool that 
can substantially influence a company’s ability to compete and succeed in the 
rapidly globalizing environment (Rosson & Seringhaus, 1998). Even though SMEs 
represent a major part of the trade fairs market, they have not been subject to 
much prior research (Munuera & Ruiz, 1999).  
 
The purpose of this paper was to investigate the changing role and impact of 
international trade shows in the recent internationalization process of small and 
medium-sized firms active in the diamond industry. By means of a qualitative 
case study research, nine in-depth interviews were conducted. An expert review 
was first carried out with the Antwerp World Diamond Centre (AWDC), the 
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official representative of the Antwerp diamond sector supporting businesses in 
the trade and manufacturing of diamonds (AWDC, 2018). In addition, eight in-
depth interviews were conducted among diamond manufacturing and trading 
companies operating in Antwerp, with an international experience at trade 
shows of at least five years. The case studies revealed new insights on the role 
and impact of todays’ trade shows in the diamond industry. No previous study 
investigated the impact and attribution of ITS for a specific sector (Nauwelaerts 
& Vijfeyken, 2013), least of all the diamond trade. 
 
The first pair of sub-questions examined the main selling or non-selling 
objectives at ITS for SMEs in the diamond industry. The results reveal that the 
focus lies on non-selling objectives when participating in an ITS. Only two out of 
the eight case studies state that the focus rather lies on selling objectives, 
namely a generation of immediate sales. The remaining respondents as well as 
the AWDC declared meeting new customers, maintaining contact with existing 
customers, establishing long-term relationships and increasing a company’s 
visibility as the main non-selling objectives. As indicated by Bonoma (1983), 
Gopalakrishna and Williams (1992), the generation of leads is not the ultimate 
objective of a firm while participating in ITS. An important conclusion from our 
case studies is that the objectives are always viewed from a long-term 
perspective and that a proper follow up of the trade show leads appear crucial. 
The setting up of objectives beforehand also seem to increase the effectiveness 
of a trade show performance.  These findings are in accordance with Kerin and 
Cron (1987). Thus, it can be concluded that the participation in an ITS is only 
perceived as creating considerable added value when a diamond trader reviews 
it from a long-term point of view and participates for several years in order to 
enhance the company’s image and visibility. 
  
The second pair of sub-questions analyzed the added value of selling or non-
selling activities in trade shows. The findings indicated that ITS positively 
influence the longer-term export performance of a diamond trader and are 
therefore perceived as an export-stimulating instrument. These findings 
resonate with Wilkinson and Brouthers (2006) and Nauwelaerts and Vijfeyken 
(2013). As previously mentioned, and stated by Kerin and Cron (1987), managers 
are more satisfied with their firm’s trade show performance in achieving non-
sales targets than sales targets. The main added value of the non-selling 
activities listed by the respondents and AWDC are meeting new customers, 
enhancement of a company’s image and visibility, maintaining public relations, 
increasing product awareness and gaining knowledge about the foreign market 
and competitors. Only a minority of the cases declared that there is an added 
value in terms of direct selling activities, namely generating immediate sales. 
 
The third sub-question analyzed the effectiveness or added value of network-
building activities at ITS for diamond trading SMEs. The results indicated that 
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network-building activities do take place at ITS and are perceived as a very 
important mechanism for network building. As trade shows positively affect a 
company’s international business network, the added value of network-building 
activities for diamond traders is mainly the enhancement of a company’s image 
and the increase of brand awareness. However, the location of the trade show 
needs to be taken into consideration. The findings also suggested that a relevant 
exchange of knowledge between exhibitors and visitors occurs at ITS. As a result, 
traders are able to gain knowledge about a foreign market, customers and 
competitors. These results align with the literature (Ramaswami & Yang, 1990; 
Seringhaus & Rosson, 1998; Evers & Knight, 2008) and indicate that this 
knowledge acquisition is an important mechanism for network building and 
foreign market selection. The results of the case studies also suggested that 
trade shows are still perceived as useful and a good market indicator for firms 
with local sales offices or agencies abroad in the same target market. 
 
The fourth sub-question focused on the managerial role of a SME-manager 
within the industry and examined the impact of the leaders’ skill on the trade 
show performance of an exporting firm. The results indicated that the 
prominent skills of the SME-manager are professionalism, knowledge, 
awareness, adaptability to the changing globalized environment and the ability 
to distinguish between different qualities of the products. Additionally, the key 
role of a SME-manager is to build a trust-based relationship through effective 
communication with prospects. The literature also showed that a management 
team is able to make a difference in the internationalization process and even 
determine its efficiency rate and success (Nauwelaerts & Vijfeyken, 2013). 
Several studies also indicated that the determination and the motivation of 
managers can influence the export performance of firms (Bilkey & Tesar, 1977; 
Cavusgil & Nevin, 1981; Czinkota & Johnson, 1983; Pavord & Bogard, 1975; 
Wiedersheim-Paul et al., 1978). All case studies, as well as the expert review at 
AWDC affirmed these findings. As a result, it can be concluded that the leaders’ 
skills, along with the determination and motivation of the SME-manager 
influence the trade show performance. 
 
The fifth sub-question analyzed the added value of government export 
assistance programs for a SME in participating in an ITS. Apart from the Antwerp 
World Diamond Centre, also Flanders Investment and Trade grants subsidies and 
provides support for diamond traders in their international expansion. The main 
condition for an applicant is to have a company registered in Belgium and to 
realize a certain amount of production in this country. However, all but one 
respondent declared not to have used any government export assistance 
programs for exhibiting. The majority of the respondents indicated that they are 
ill-informed, as they are unaware of the related possibilities and conditions. 
These findings resonate with the literature, revealing a low level of awareness 
among export assistance programs, which thus fail to reach their targeted 
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markets (Moini, 1998). Diamond traders are also often reluctant to share 
information or financial results. In order to increase the added value of such 
programs, awareness needs to be promoted by the AWDC and Flanders 
Investment and Trade. 
 
The final sub-question investigated how creativity, innovation and digitalization 
could contribute to competitive advantages at trade shows for SMEs in the 
diamond industry. The case studies indicated professionalism, correct pricing 
mechanism, consistent strong supply, eye-catching goods, thorough follow-up 
and long-term relationships with customers as vital keys for a successful 
participation in ITS. However, views on creativity and innovation were divided. 
On the one hand, case studies perceived creativity and innovation as an 
important source of competitive advantage depending, however, on the location 
of the trade show. On the other hand, some case studies argued that this is only 
the case for diamond jewelers, not for traders. The case studies also revealed 
that creativity is far more important in the manufacturing process, instead of 
implementing it in the exhibition at trade shows. Another case study affirmed 
that innovation is mainly a source of competitive advantage when dealing with 
larger sized goods rather than small ones. Furthermore, the findings indicated 
that the importance of creativity and innovation is rather limited, because of the 
products’ generic nature. Literature nevertheless emphasized the importance of 
creativity and innovation. DiPietro and Anoruo (2005) expressed a positive 
relationship between a firm’s export performance and a firm’s creative activity. 
Several studies also mentioned innovation as a source of competitive advantage 
(Bloodgood, Sapienza & Almeida, 1997). It can be concluded that the impact and 
added value of creativity and innovation within the diamond industry is 
dispersed, rather limited and difficult to measure.  
 
Additionally, this study analyzed the impact of today’s digitalization and E-
commerce on the diamond industry. All interviewees reported that digitalization 
and E-commerce strongly enhanced a transparency increase over the last five 
years in the diamond industry. This increase is mainly perceived as positive, 
considering that consumers have become more educated and well-informed. 
The increase in transparency is also associated with global pricing, due to online 
fixed pricing lists of diamonds. The majority of the respondents perceived the 
digitalization as positive, in view of the fact that it has disrupted traditional 
business models and caused diamond traders to evolve gradually. Other 
respondents, on the contrary, affirmed that the digitalization has suppressed 
business margins and that global prices have become more fixed, thus hindering 
sales. 
 
When analyzing the future prospects of trade shows, the respondents affirmed 
that the amount of trade shows will keep on increasing in the near future. 
Opinions were divided on whether or not this is a positive trend. Two 
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respondents stated that trade shows will become even more valuable in the 
near future, whereas two other respondents expressed their concern that trade 
shows might become obsolete and that this might hamper participation for 
smaller companies. 
 
Limitations and further avenues for research  
This research has been confined to one specific industry and to respondent 
companies located in Antwerp. In order to determine whether these findings are 
applicable to other sectors, future research should broaden the scope by 
exploring the use and impact of trade shows in other sectors originating from 
other countries. Nevertheless, most respondents stated that the value added of 
ITS in the diamond industry is not so different from those in other sectors. A 
second point concerns the development of appropriate measures for evaluating 
non-selling activities as well as the importance of creativity and innovation in 
trade shows. Thirdly, additional quantitative research could be conducted in 
order to refine the results. Finally, guidance appears required for increasing 
awareness of government export assistance programs, as indicated by the high 
number of firms that are ill-informed. Due to the limitations in current research, 
further studies on the role of trade shows will contribute to deeper academic 
knowledge and provide guidance for SMEs in enhancing their export success. 
 
Guidelines for Applying Research to Practice 
Based on our study on today’s new role and impact of international trade shows 
in the internationalization process of small and medium-sized exporting firms, 
we can formulate the following guidelines for SMEs and more so SMEs active in 
the diamond sector:  
 
The participation in international, sector-oriented trade shows is still a valuable 
marketing tool to meet new customers and to maintain contact with existing 
ones. Exhibitors perceive trade shows important as network-building activities 
take place and they are often a valuable extension of the local sales offices. The 
participation at international trade shows allow exhibitors to gain knowledge 
about the foreign markets, customers and competitors. Furthermore, it strongly 
contributes to the enhancement of a company’s image and stimulates its export 
performance. The main added values are perceived as meeting new customers, 
enhancement of a company’s image and visibility, maintaining public relations, 
increasing product awareness and gaining knowledge about the foreign market 
and competitors. So companies should see the participation in trade shows as an 
investment in international networks and building longer-term relationships 
with customers and suppliers, allowing them to meet all kind of stakeholders in 
the sector. They should not so much focus on immediate sales results but on the 
longer-term value of these effective network building activities.  
 
However, the following advice can be formulated to enhance the successful 
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outcome of ITS participation. Firstly, setting up (mainly long-term) objectives 
beforehand increases the effectiveness of a trade show performance.  Secondly, 
the location of a trade show needs to be taken into consideration and carefully 
selected. At the main ITS, relevant exchange of knowledge between exhibitors 
and visitors occurs. Finally, participation at an ITS is only perceived as creating 
considerable added value when the trader reviews it from a long-term point of 
view and participates for several years in order to enhance the company’s image 
and visibility. 
 
The digitalization and E-commerce do not seem to reduce the overall value of 
international trade fairs. However, they do contribute to the following 
adjustments in the international diamond market. First of all, today’s 
digitalization and E-commerce strongly affects the growing transparency in the 
industry which is mainly perceived as positive, associated with global pricing and 
disrupting traditional business models. This increasing transparency pushes 
traders to evolve gradually. Here, the role and skills of the SME-manager will be 
crucial in order to adapt smoothly and effectively to the new conditions in the 
markets. The most required skills of a SME manager according to exhibitors are 
professionalism, knowledge, awareness, adaptability to the changing globalized 
environment and the ability to distinguish between different qualities of 
products. Additionally, the key role of a SME-manager is to build trust-based 
relationships through effective communication with prospects. Moreover, the 
determination and motivation of managers can influence the export 
performance of firms. In addition, professionalism, correct pricing mechanism, 
consistent strong supply, eye-catching goods, thorough follow-up and long-term 
relationships with customers are vital keys for a successful participation in ITS. 
Creativity and innovation can be an important source of competitive advantage 
mainly in the manufacturing process.  
 
The prospects of trade shows seem to remain positive and tend to increase in 
the near future. Some respondents stated that trade shows will become even 
more valuable in the near future, whereas others expressed their concern that 
trade shows might become obsolete. Our previous conclusions seem to confirm 
a changing but growing role of ITS, mainly in view of long-term international 
network building objectives. 
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