
Abstract  
The purpose of this paper is to examine the relationship between export barriers 
and the export performance of Greek firms targeting the Iranian market. 
Reviewing the literature and using expert opinions, 18 variables were identified. 
A structured questionnaire was applied to 141 Greek firms and exploratory and 
confirmatory factor analyses were used to categorize variables in 6 dimensions. 
Then, a structural equation model was developed to determine which dimension 
has a greater effect on export performance. This model identifies the operational 
dimension (0.65), environmental dimension (0.60), financial dimension (0.58), 
source dimension (0.44), legal dimension (0.35) and logistic dimension (0.27) as 
effective export barriers to the export performance of Greek firms.
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1. Introduction

Exporting has been the most popular and fastest-growing mode of international market 
entry, favored especially by small and medium-sized firms, since it doesn’t need many 
resources and is associated with less risk in comparison to other entry modes to foreign 
markets. Exporting is a crucial business activity for nations’ economic health, as it 
significantly contributes to employment, trade balance, economic growth, and higher 
standard of living (Lee and Habte-Giorgis, 2004).
 The key role of exporting in national economies has resulted in export performance 
attracting considerable interest in many studies. Most research focuses on the relation-
ships between performance and organizational or environmental factors; less has been 
done into the specific factors that could hinder exporting. While most research focusing 
on export performance has been undertaken in the United States and Europe, limited 
work has been conducted in developing countries. Enhancing export performance is 
crucial for firms based in developing countries that view the global marketplace as a 
means to ensure growth, survival or competitiveness (Matanda and Freeman, 2009). 
So, it is important to identify barriers that threaten the export performance of firms 
based in developing countries in order to improve their competitiveness in the global 
market. With regard to the volume of bilateral trade, Iran and Greece are important 
commercial partners for each other. Trade between Iran and Greece shows significant 
fluctuations and the trade balance presents a deficit to the detriment of Greece, which 
is due to large imports of petrochemical products from Iran. Study of the barriers that 
affect the export performance of Greek firms towards Iran could help managers of 
Greek’s firms to improve the performance of their companies. On the other hand, this 
study is also innovative in that no published paper has been found that contributed to 
the problems of Greek firms exporting to the Middle East and Iran.
 To achieve its objectives, this paper is organized as follows: The first section 
presents a theoretical review of export performance and export barriers, especially 
from outstanding papers published since 2000. This review provides the basis for the 
formulation of a research framework, which is tested using a sample of 141 Greek 
firms that have exported their goods to Iran regularly over the last five years. The 
paper then describes the methodological aspects of the study, and presents the results 
obtained through explorative and confirmative factorial analysis and Structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM), carried out using SPSS and LISREL software. The final section 
includes the most important conclusions that can be drawn from the results obtained. 
The work ends with recommendations to policy makers and managers and future lines 
of research to complete the result of the studies.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Export Performance

Export performance is regarded as one of the key indicators of the success of a firm’s 
operations. Research into export performance has grown considerably during the past 
few decades (Sousa, Martínez-López, and Coelho, 2008; Wheeler, Ibeh, and Dimitratos, 
2008). While numerous studies have been conducted to explain export performance 
and its antecedents, there is no generally accepted conceptualization. Export perform-
ance represents the outcome of a firm’s activities in export markets (Papadopoulos and 
Martín Martín, 2010). Export performance can also be defined as the outcomes from 
the firm’s international activities. From this perspective, export performance is the 
extent to which the firm achieves its objectives when exporting a product to a foreign 
market (Navarro et al., 2010). 
 Most researchers accept the multidimensionality of export performance, but there 
is disagreement about which indicators should be used to measure the variable. Most 
researchers consider two different dimensions; economic (objective) and strategic 
(subjective). It is believed that objective and subjective measures are complementary in 
nature and it is advisable to make use of both in an interrelated way in order to provide 
a more comprehensive picture of export performance (Stoian, Rialp and Rialp, 2011). 
This multidimensionality nature of export performance makes it hard to compare and 
contrast the findings from different studies (Sousa, 2004). In order to provide for a 
reliable assessment, the development, and subsequently, the validation of measures 
for different export performance dimensions as well as the use of multiple measures 
are warranted for capturing the entire story of a firm’s export performance (Solberg 
and Olsson, 2010).

2.2. Export Barriers

Export barriers can be defined as the attitudinal, structural, operational and other con-
straints that hinder a firm’s ability to initiate, develop or sustain international opera-
tions (Koksal and Kettaneh, 2011). It is important to achieve a better understanding 
of export barriers, since these barriers waste the resource of firms and threaten the 
efficiency and effectiveness of a firm’s operations. The negative impact that export 
barriers can have on medium and small enterprises’ internationalization behaviors 
and activities has attracted the attention of many researchers in international business 
(Ortega, 2003; Da Silva and Da Rocha, 2001). Studies have employed different per-
spectives to establish a set of notable barriers, especially with regard to the specific 
industry or geographical area.
 Leonidou’s work (2000) is one of the most cited papers that develop a conceptual 
framework to explain and classify export barriers. He proposed 20 barriers in the 
field of exporting; existence of keen competition abroad, inability to offer satisfactory 
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prices, deteriorating of economic conditions abroad, lack of government assistance, 
limited information to locate and analyze foreign markets, high political risk or insta-
bility abroad, perception of high business risks and costs abroad, shortage of working 
capital, high tariff and non-tariff barriers, inadequate transportation and infrastructural 
facilities, restrictions imposed by rules and regulations, different customer habits and 
attitudes, difficulty in locating and obtaining representation, unfavorable foreign ex-
change rates, different product standards and specifications, inadequate and untrained 
staff, unfamiliarity of foreign business practice, different cultural traits and language 
abroad, difficulty in handling documentation and procedures and inability to offer 
technical after sales service. Using a sample of 100 Cyprus-based exporters, his study 
categorized these barriers in six groups: corporate resource constraints, environmental 
differences, export bureaucracy and legislation, government apathy, foreign market 
entry and operating difficulties and competitive pressures. Then he concluded that 
problems associated with export competitiveness, including the existence of keen 
competition abroad and inability to offer satisfactory prices, had the greatest obstruct-
ing effect (Leonidou, 2000).
 Other notable research done in the last decade is the work of Da Silva and Da Rocha 
that was published in 2001. They studied 69 exporters from Brazil and indicated that 
inadequate incentives, strong international competition and exchange rate policies 
are the most influential obstacles to export activities (Da Silva and Da Rocha, 2001). 
Ortega’s work (2003) on Spanish exporters and non-exporters, involving only small 
and medium sized enterprises, is the other research that introduced lack of resources, 
strong foreign competition and lack of export knowledge as export barriers (Ortega, 
2003). On the other hand, he believed that export procedures can be a main reason for 
the initiation of an export activity (Altintas, Tokol, and Harcar, 2007).
 The research that was done in Lebanon by Ahmed, Craig, Baalbaki, and Hadadian, 
is the other study that investigates the problems and difficulties of exporting. These 
researchers interviewed 61 exporters and non-exporters to identify export barriers. 
Five factors are highlighted in their study’s conclusion: lack of government assist-
ance, competition from firms in overseas markets, pricing and promotion policies, 
high foreign tariffs and lack of financial capital (Ahmed et al., 2004). Craig and 
Ahmed repeated the research on export barriers in Australia one year later. They used 
the interview method as well as their previous research, but only with exporters. This 
study resulted in two critical factors; export venture management characteristics and 
adapting to foreign market needs (Craig and Ahmed, 2005). Differences in these two 
studies are related to the economic condition of the two countries; it is important to 
note that specific environmental factors such as political and economic conditions can 
facilitate or impede the exporting. So, testing concepts in different economic, politi-
cal, cultural, and institutional settings creates the contextual meanings to evaluate the 
robustness of prevailing theories (Koksal and Kettaneh, 2011).
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Altinas, Tokol and Harcar studied export barriers in Turkish firms. They identified 20 
factors and classified them in 5 groups: diversity barriers, procedural barriers, inter-
nal inefficiency barriers, competition barriers and government barriers. The results 
of their study indicated that the procedural barriers factor has the most impact on 
export performance, followed by the competition in foreign market factor. Bureauc-
racy requirements and competition in overseas markets are the most active factors in 
export barriers. Competition can be examined in the context of hostile environment 
perceptions of domestic firms to gain competitive advantage (Altinas et al., 2007). 
Other studies also show that exporters consider high banking charges, low capacity 
usage, and poor technology as the major problems that affect their business operations 
(Owusu-Frimpong and Mmieh, 2007). Research shows that exporters’ sensitivity to 
barriers in the foreign market is determined by managerial perceptions which are in 
turn influenced by contextual factors associated with firm size, resources and capa-
bility, export involvement and international experience (Ortega, 2003; Ojala, 2007: 
Karelakis, Mattas, and Chryssochoidis, 2008). Mavrogiannis, Bourlakis, Dowson and 
Ness assessed the export performance of Greek food and beverage exporters. Their 
study involved a variety of variables and also included trade barriers. They concluded 
that trade barriers have a negative effect on export performance and Greek exporters 
should be proactive and innovative to overcome export problems and trade barriers. 
On the other hand, the role of the government is critical in facilitating export perform-
ance. Government policies can assist exporters to overcome trade barriers by provid-
ing information about overseas markets and host country partners, and by educating 
managers to design and implement proper export marketing strategies (Mavrogiannis 
et al., 2008).
 The study of Koksal and Kettaneh – a comparative study of two developing coun-
tries, Turkey and Lebanon - employed variables as export barriers in two groups; 
internal barriers and external barriers. Their study established that the imposition of 
tariff/non-tariff barriers by host countries negatively affects the performance of firms 
in both samples, based on export volume and market share. They found that a strong 
brand image in international markets offers opportunities for capitalizing on economies 
of scale, developing global markets and helping to establish a firm’s visibility and 
position in the minds of international consumers (Koksal and Kettaneh, 2011). One 
of the surprising results of this study related to international competition in the target 
markets, strong international competition positively influencing the performance of 
Turkish and Lebanese export firms in terms of profitability, since the target market of 
Turkish and Lebanese firms are geographically and culturally closed.
 Kneller and Pisu referred to changes in consumers’ preferences, the presence of 
middlemen and agent representatives, import tariffs, problems finding a trustworthy 
distributor in the target country, exchange rate fluctuations, risk of losing money in the 
foreign market, and quality and safety standards as potential export barriers to firms 
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(Kneller and Pisu, 2011). Their studies confirm that firms face export barriers in the 
form of imperfect distribution of information between buyers and sellers, which trans-
lates into additional costs to obtain basic information about export markets, identifying 
the first contact point, as well as divergences in culture as key factors acting as export 
impediments in international trade (Kneller, Pisu and Yu, 2008). Mpinganjira’s study 
in Malawi resulted in classifying 17 export barriers in six main groups. This research 
referred to the importance of human-related factors as personnel barriers, including 
insufficient knowledge about export opportunities and lack of personnel knowledgeable 
in exporting (Mpinganjira, 2011). After analyzing current literature, the considered 
variables were exposed to experts and finally 18 factors which had high repeatability 
and frequency in various studies, were identified as the main export barriers. Table 1 
indicates these factors along with their contributors.

Table1. Frequently cited export barriers and contributors 
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3. Methodology

3.1. Procedure for data collection

This study aimed to investigate the relationship between export barriers and export 
performance in the commercial relationship between Greece and Iran. Based on the 
aim of the study, an empirical analysis was conducted of Greek firms that target Iran 
as the market for their products. Since the majority of studies about international 
business and export performance have been conducted in the USA and Europe, there 
is a need for studies from developing countries to improve their poor export perform-
ance. On the other hand, with regard to volume of bilateral trade, Iran is a significant 
commercial partner for Greece in the Middle East. Trade between Greece and Iran 
shows significant fluctuations and the trade balance shows a deficit to the detriment 
of Greece, which is due to large imports of crude oil from Iran. So, Greece and Iran, 
as two developing countries, were selected for this study. 
 A structured questionnaire was the main instrument used to collect data. To ensure 
that the questionnaire’s content and design would be unambiguously understood by 
the respondents, it was pre-tested by 12 experts (Four academic professors in the in-
ternational business field, four consultants in exporting and international business and 
four managers of respected exporting firms in Greece and Iran) and the questionnaire 
was revised in light of their comments. The verbal equivalence between Greek and 
English was also checked by a bilingual translator to ensure that the questionnaire was 
easily understandable in Greek culture. For selecting the firms to which the question-
naire was aimed, the database of the Islamic Republic of Iran Customs Administra-
tion (IRICA) and Tehran Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Mines (TCCIM) was 
used to find Greek firms that have exported their goods to Iran regularly, over the last 
five years (from 2006). Most Greek exported products to Iran are agricultural related 
products (Crops; Fruits; Oils; Manure; Pesticides) and health and beauty products. The 
questionnaire was then mailed to managers of these firms. Of the 300 questionnaires 
dispatched, 141 usable responses were received, representing an effective response 
rate of 47%. Statistical analyses were done in two phases; first an explanatory factor 
analysis was performed and then a structural equation model employed to determine 
which barrier groups have a greater effect on export performance. SPSS 16.0 and 
LISREL 8.7 were used as statistical software for analyses.

3.2. Variable Measurement

As mentioned in the literature review, export performance is conceptualized as be-
ing the result of two dimensions, strategic and economic. In order to measure this 
construct from an economic perspective, export sales and profitability of export were 
used. The strategic dimension of export performance was formed by market share and 
international expansion of firm. Respondents were asked to rate their performance on 
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these dimensions, in comparison with their main competitors in the Iranian market. 
18 factors, as mentioned in table 1, were also used as export barriers on the basis of 
the literature review.

4. Findings

SPSS 16.0 and LISREL 8.7 were used for statistical analysis to calculate both the fac-
tor analysis and the scale reliability analysis. Before carrying out factor analyses,  a 
reliability analysis for the scale was run through Cronbach’s alpha. The reliability of 
the questionnaire was 0.93, which is in the acceptable range. So, scales of this study 
have a high level of internal consistency and are reliable. 
 An exploratory factor analysis was first undertaken in order to reduce the data into 
a few underlying dimensions. The dimensions were thereafter subjected to further 
analysis. To conduct factor analysis, it was initially determined by Kaiser-Mayer-
Olkin (KMO) measure and Bartlett’s test that the number of data is suitable for factor 
analysis. KMO measure in this study was 0.766 and the value of the significance of 
the statistic of Bartlett’s test which is an approximation of χ2 statistic is less than 5%, 
namely 0.00 which shows that factor analysis is suitable for identifying the studied 
structure.

Table 2. KMO measure and Bartlett’s test

The results of the explanatory factor analysis showed that the 18 identified export bar-
riers could be reduced to six underlying dimensions with Eigen values of at least one,  
for which a proper name is selected according to the content of the loaded variables 
in each dimension. Items loading at least 0.5 were considered practically significant 
(Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black, 2005); these items were used to come up with 
the components of each dimensions. The dimensions are: environmental dimension; 
operational dimension; financial dimension; legal dimension; logistic dimension and 
resource dimension. As illustrated in table 3, the environmental dimension includes 
strong international competition, high business risk, different customer culture and 
required quality standards. The operational dimension has four variables and accounted 
for 19.21% of the total variance. Non competitive prices, limited information about 
foreign markets, unfamiliar foreign business practice and insufficient production ca-
pacity were loaded under the operational dimension. The financial dimension related 
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to the economic factors and has three variables: high tariff and non-tariff barriers, 
unfavorable foreign exchange rates and difficult collection of payments. The legal 
dimension related to the factors that are driven by governmental issues. This dimension 
included restrictive rules and regulations and bureaucratic requirements as well as lack 
of government assistance. Only one variable was loaded under the logistic dimension: 
difficulties in the process of transportation. The logistic dimension accounted for 
9.40% of the total variance - the lowest amount of all the dimensions. The resource 
dimension as the sixth dimension has two variables; shortage of working capital as a 
financial resource-based barrier and untrained staffs as a human resource-based bar-
rier, which was loaded under the resource dimension and accounted for 13.37% of 
the total variance. Also one variable, technical and after sales service, was not loaded 
under any dimension, because it did not gain the minimum 0.5 required amount. Six 
dimensions accounted for 85.12% of the total variance. Total variance can be used as 
the total validity measure of the model. 

Table 3. The Results of Exploratory Factor Analysis

Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis; Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser Normali-
zation; A rotation converged in 6 iterations
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 After factor analysis, the structural model was analyzed to evaluate the relationship 
between export performance and the six export barriers groups as latent variables. A 
conventional structural equation model (SEM) was used to examine this relationship. 
First, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was carried out to export barriers with six 
factors and perceived export performance. For the measurement model, confirmatory 
factor analysis was performed on export barrier items to learn the fitting level. Thus 
the obtained data was suitable for the SEM technique. The goodness-of-fit statistics 
indicated that all criteria met the recommended values in the measurement model and 
scale items had convergent validity (χ2/df=2.88; RMSEA=0.07; GFI=0.93; AGFI=0.90; 
CFI=0.91; NNFI=0.95). 
 Overall, the fit statistics indicate that the model provides an adequate fit to data for 
the sampling. The RMSEA equals 0.048 which is lower than 0.1. In the meantime, 
the two GFI and AGFI are, respectively 0.963 and 0.901, which show good fitness of 
the model. CFI and NNFI as the other indices are 0.961 and 0.973. Also, the ratio of 
χ2 to freedom degree equals 1.53, which is less than 3. So it was concluded that the 
obtained model had suitable fitness. Once the overall model fit was confirmed, focus 
moved to the testing of proposed relationship in the model. The relationship between 
export performance and six groups of export barriers was tested by determining the 
statistical significance of the path coefficients. All path coefficients in the model were 
significant at 0.01 level. Hence this model supported the relationships between six 
identified dimensions as export barriers and export performance as dependent variable. 
The model of this study is represented in figure 1.
 
Figure 1. The Model for Measuring the Export Barriers on Export Performance

P-value<0.000; χ2/df=1.53; RMSEA=0.048; GFI= 0.963; AGFI=0.901; CFI=0.961; NNFI= 0.973
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 As illustrated in figure 1, the operational dimension has the greatest path coefficient 
(0.65) and the logistic dimension has the least (0.27). Table 4 presents the T-value and 
coefficient for the model of study.

Table 4. Standardized Parameter Estimates of the Hypothesized Paths

5. Conclusion

With the expansion of globalization and economic integration among countries, 
exporting has become an important internationalization strategy for companies and 
national economies, especially for developing countries. This study aimed to investigate 
the relationship between export barriers and export performance in the commercial 
relationship between Greece and Iran. The Greece-Iran commercial relationship was 
selected since both of them are developing countries and few studies have been con-
ducted on Greece and Iran to explain export barriers, so this study was to contribute to 
the limited export literature in both countries. In order to support an empirical study, 
Greek firms were selected which have been exporting their goods to Iran regularly 
over the  five years since 2006.
 To conduct the research, 18 factors were selected as export barriers from the lit-
erature review and from expert opinions, using the Delphi technique. The results of 
explorative and confirmative factorial analysis categorized them in six groups: envi-
ronmental dimension; operational dimension; financial dimension; legal dimension; 
logistic dimension and resource dimension. The results show that the most important 
barrier to Greek firms exporting to Iran is the operational dimension, with 0.65 as 
the path coefficient. The operational dimension consists of four components; non 
competitive prices, limited information about foreign markets, unfamiliar foreign 
business practice and insufficient production capacity. It is important for Greek ex-
porters to establish a proper pricing strategy to compete in the Iranian market. Firms 
from developing countries should control their product prices by cost effectiveness 
of the firm’s operations, because price oriented strategies are important in creating 
competitive advantage in international markets. As firms begin to compete in export 
markets, their export success depends upon their ability to develop and implement 
competitive strategies (Liargovas and Skandalis, 2008). Limited information about the 
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Iranian market is the other important component of the operational dimension. Many 
researchers have indicated that developing strong relationships with customers in the 
export markets positively affects a firm’s export performance (Li and Ogunmokun, 
2001; Hooley, Greenley, Fahy, and Cadogan, 2001). Greek exporters can share their 
information about Iranian customer needs, habits and purchase preferences to fill the 
informational gap and enhance marketing intelligence. Greek exporter representatives 
also could attend numerous trade fairs and exhibitions in Iran to improve their firm’s 
marketing intelligence and enhance their relationship with Iranian distributors. It 
should be noted that while competitive pricing strategies can have a short-term effect, 
marketing intelligence could bring long-term benefits.
 The path coefficient of the environmental dimension – including strong interna-
tional competition, high business risk, different customer culture and required quality 
standards - was 0.60, which indicated that environmental factors play an important role 
in hindering exporting from Greece to Iran. High business risk was regarded as the 
most influential component of the environmental dimension. Political and economi-
cal macro-factors increase business risk in Iran. Although Iran has made economic 
reforms in recent years, the economic risk of business has increased due to the volatile 
conditions. The third important dimension is the financial dimension, made up of three 
components; high tariff and non-tariff barriers, unfavorable foreign exchange rates 
and difficult collection of payments. Tariff and non-tariff barriers negatively affect the 
performance of Greek exporters, especially those which export agricultural products. 
On the other hand, sanctions imposed by international organizations could hinder 
money transactions between Greece and Iran. But sanctions were not regarded in this 
study as an independent variable and were studied only indirectly under the headings 
of business risk and difficult collection of payment.
 The resource dimension, with a coefficient of 0.44, has two components. It was 
studied from two perspectives; financial resource and human resource. Staff unqualified 
in exporting is the most critical component of the resource dimension. It is believed 
that marketing expertise is one of the discriminating factors between high and low 
performing companies in export markets (Ogunmokun and Ng, 2004, Koksal and 
Kettaneh, 2011). Attending trade fairs and exhibitions could be regarded as a training 
program for staff, especially at managerial levels. Firms should try to develop their 
staff’s skill in finding the available export opportunities as well as fostering knowledge 
about exporting process. Three components; lack of government assistance, restric-
tive rules and regulations and bureaucratic requirements were loaded under the legal 
dimension. While lack of government assistance didn’t relate to the Iranian market, 
other components led by the Iranian government increased the risk of business in Iran 
for Greek exporters. Bureaucratic requirements is one of the critical factors that hinder 
international firms from entering the market of Iran; the Doing Business Report that 
was published by the World Bank Group ranked Iran 138th in its trading across borders 
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index, among 183 countries that were studied in this survey. The logistic dimension had 
the lowest path coefficient of the six dimensions and has only one variable. Transporta-
tion difficulties such as inadequate transportation facilities, inefficient transportation 
systems and cost of transportation could affect the export sales volume. Different 
transportation systems in Iran could prove an advantage rather than a barrier, but cost 
of transportation plays a negative role in export performance.
 Of the 18 factors, technical and after sales service was not loaded under any 
 dimension and was dropped out of the study. It should be noted that technical and 
after sales service has significant influence as an export barrier when export products 
need technical support; since most of Greek exports to Iran are agricultural and health 
products, technical and after sales service wasn’t meaningful for the study sample. 
The current study has some implications for company managers, policy makers, and 
governmental organizations in Greece. This study also could tighten the commercial 
relationship between Greece and Iran, as the world’s oldest civilizations. There are 
some limitations to the present study. First of all, not all the barriers that may affect 
export performance were examined. Some factors such as international sanctions were 
not included in the study and separate studies need to be conducted to explore the role 
of such factors. Second, as the study focused on the commercial relationship between 
Greece and Iran, the findings cannot be generalized to fit all developing countries. 
Future studies based on samples from various developing countries, would be able 
to generalize the findings of the current research; also this research could be repeated 
for Iranian exporters who target Greece as their destination market.
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