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Introduction
The general focus of the literature on internationalization is positive development and 
progression. However, although entrepreneurs evidently aim for success, a significant 
share of ventures end up in failure (Hartmann et al., 2022; Knott & Posen, 2005; Peng 
et al., 2010). Failure is a fundamental element in entrepreneurship (Lee et al., 2007, 2011; 
McGrath, 1999; Shane, 2001). However, withdrawal from foreign markets is a sensi-
tive issue, which frequently reflects negatively on the reputation of a firm. Thus, many 
entrepreneurs and firms refrain from discussions about failure. Benito and Welch (1997) 
noted that withdrawal from foreign markets, which includes de-internationalization and 
re-internationalization, is less commonly observed in the literature than it is in reality. 
Studies that focused on international retrenchment tended to frame it in a binary man-
ner as full or partial divestment of multinational corporations (Kafouros et  al., 2022; 
Mandrinos & Lim, 2023) or total failure in joint venture relationships (Mandinos et al., 
2022; Mora, 2023; Yayla et al., 2018). The negative development may include withdrawal 
from foreign markets (Benito & Welch, 1997), downsizing international operations 
(Choquette, 2019), and switching from high to low international commitment modes 
(Jafari-Sadeghi et  al., 2023). Author scholars (Soule et  al., 2014; Sousa et  al., 2021) do 
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not consider international withdrawal as a negative event mainly in the case of strategic 
withdrawal to align with new strategic priorities or to gain competitiveness (Pauwels & 
Matthyssens, 1999, 2002). Lim and Mandrinos, (2023) stated that the topic of negative 
international development, mainly de-internationalization, remains underexplored in 
the literature on international business (IB).

New works continue to emerge, in agreement with, as well as in contrast to, existing 
literature on withdrawal from foreign markets, with a select few come along that blaze a 
trail. Lattacher and Wodawiak (2020) conducted a systematic review of the role of fail-
ure in entrepreneurial learning and proposed that the literature and evidence on failure 
are fragmented and nascent. The authors report that more than half of all studies on the 
topic have been published since 2015. In a bibliographic note on failure, Lee et al. (2020) 
demonstrate that only a total of 24 articles have been published on the topic between 
1994 and 2019 although failure in internationalization is more pervasive than success is. 
Lee et al. specifically call attention to a void in the literature on IB, because the majority 
of extant publications appear in the management discipline. In addition, Yamakawa et al. 
(2010) stress the need to focus on failure along with success, because failure can lead 
to re-emergence (Learned, 1999; McGrath, 1999). Furthermore, Yamakawa et al. (2013), 
among others, such as Cardon and McGrath (1999) and Shepherd (2003), note the need 
for additional research, specifically on the role of experience with failure in initiating 
subsequent projects and performance.

The limited literature that exists in this field tends to focus on learning from failure 
(Ariño & De la Torre, 1998; Chuang & Baum, 2003) or failure in learning (Politis & 
Gabrielsson, 2009) and to conduct a comparative analysis of learning from success and 
failure (Lee et al., 2020). The majority of the present literature addresses entrepreneurial 
learning from failure instead of failure per se and the effect of failure in post-exit firm 
behavior on re-entering foreign markets. This stream of research views failure as lead-
ing to opportunities for learning (Shepherd, 2003), learning mechanisms, (Musaji et al., 
2020), and factors of learning from failure such as personality traits, emotions, or ini-
tial stock of knowledge. However, learning from failure is progressive (Shepherd et al., 
2009). As noted by Yamakawa et al. (2015) previous failure stimulates future entrepre-
neurial growth under certain conditions.

Some other existing studies on failure mainly investigate factors that contribute to 
the failure of international operations, the reasons/causes and precursors of failure, 
and host market conditions that led to withdrawal from international markets (Singh 
et al., 2015). This literature tends to overlook several significant questions. For instance, 
is foreign-market withdrawal necessarily a negative event or does failure in foreign 
markets generally give rise to new and positive organizational learning? What organi-
zational conditions or entrepreneurial characteristics make a firm reemerge stronger 
(conversely, weaker) after international failure? Yamakawa et al. (2013) also raise simi-
lar questions; however, the existing literature provides no satisfactory answers. Surdu 
and Narula (2021) is one of a few studies that straightforwardly focuses on this question 
and identifies that not all market-specific experiences are sources of firm-specific advan-
tages. Their research suggests that when firms decide to re-internationalize, the value 
of experiential knowledge decreases if there are gaps between the initial and re-inter-
nationalization efforts. In the same direction, Aguzzoli et al. (2021), demonstrated that 
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learning acquired from failure does not guarantee success when re-entering a previously 
abandoned market. The authors add that the learnings from a past experience may cause 
international literacy myopia due to individuals’ overconfidence in their knowledge. This 
insight challenges the conventional view that more experience necessarily leads to supe-
rior learning. The other aspect, which has been neglected, pertains to organizational 
expectations for successful re-entry performance after exit. Pertinent questions emerge 
regarding whether failure brings positive outcomes for the future growth of organiza-
tions after exit. Thus, the manner in which failure experiences may shape the perfor-
mance of subsequent projects remains uncertain (Shepherd et al., 2009).

Therefore, failure in international business remains to be understood, and the current 
IB theory does not explain the failure behaviors of managers and how failure may lead to 
post-exit motivation instead of the ultimate retrenchment of international operations. IB 
theory needs to discuss failure per se; thus, a dire need emerges for theory building to 
view failure as the other side of success. Thus, studies exploring the construct of failure 
in IB and its positive aspects on post-failure expectation, behavior, and emotions that 
firms undergo are warranted. This exploratory study seeks to address these concerns; 
specifically, we aim to build on existing internationalization theory by adding the vari-
able of failure and the failure behavior of managers and post-exit emotion and motiva-
tion, when firms are faced with failure in international ventures. Following Yamakawa 
et  al. (2013) and McGrath (1999), the current study contributes to the literature by 
addressing the topic of anti-failure bias and intends to align aspects related to learning 
from failure with the intrinsic motivation to start over after failure in a cohesive man-
ner. First, we propose that failure is similarly important as success. Second, we propose 
that entrepreneurs will only embark on a new journey to resume international resource 
commitment if they are motivated. One aspect of motivation that the study highlights is 
self-efficacy. This concept pertains to the belief in one’s ability to muster and implement 
the necessary resources, skills, and competencies to attain a certain level of achievement 
on a given task (Bandura, 1997; Baron, 2004). Third, our proposition is that respite from 
international commitments provides a period for entrepreneurs on which to reflect and 
consolidate to eventually reemerge. In this study, therefore, learning from failure may 
be framed as a self-motivational aspect of the entrepreneurial process. This study fol-
lows earlier studies (e.g., Baron, 2004; McGrath, 1999; Minniti & Bygrave, 2001; Sitkin, 
1992) that demonstrate that failure can be an essential source for the development of 
knowledge and skills (Martins et al., 2022), which, in turn, can be helpful in subsequent 
venturing activities. Moreover, we propose that learning from failure is only beneficial 
for entrepreneurs with motivation. Towards this end, we identified mainly two studies. 
First, Dweck (2017) highlighted the role of a growth mindset considering motivation as 
essential to learning and developing oneself. Second, Yamakawa et al. (2013), discussed 
motivation in starting up another business after failure.

Failure in international business theory

Success and learning have been the central topics of investigation in the management 
literature. However, the IB literature also views internationalization as a process of new 
learning (Qian et  al., 2018; Sedziniauskiene et  al., 2019). The link between learning in 
SME internationalization and learning from failure is based on two prior areas of focus. 
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First, the original and seminal Uppsala models (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 2009) empha-
size knowledge and learning in the internationalization process. Learning is an aggre-
gated concept of the acquisition of general knowledge or experience that leads toward 
subsequent internationalization. Second, as discussed by Lee et  al. (2020) in a critical 
review of the Uppsala model, the focus of their research has been on success or success-
ful experiences as the model emphasizes successive incremental commitment to foreign 
markets. Ali and Mathur (2022) highlight the lack of research on the process theory of 
internationalization regarding re-internationalization after failure.

Failure is a painful and damaging experience (Whyley, 1998) that exerts a severe and 
harmful impact on numerous aspects of the life of entrepreneurs (Cope, 2011). Coelho 
and McClure (2005) find that failure creates negative impacts on the confidence, self-
efficacy, and risk-taking propensity of entrepreneurs. Moreover, failure tends to coincide 
with falls in revenues and increases in expenses, which indicates that ventures require 
capital injections to operate under the current ownership and management (Shepherd 
et al., 2009). The concept of failure as a bankruptcy or liquidation involves the loss of 
capital and the inability to make a go of it (Cochran, 1981). However, refraining from 
conflating failure with business closure is vital (Headd, 2003), because failure may 
involve the voluntary termination of a venture for various reasons, such as retirement, or 
the pursuit of other objectives, including more profitable and interesting entrepreneurial 
ventures (Stokes & Blackburn, 2002).

The anti-failure predisposition of the internationalization research dates back to the 
behavioral theory of the firm by Cyert and March (1963) and March (1981), which 
emphasizes organizational learning as a reservoir of positive and negative experiences 
of the firm. The interpretation of the experience of decision-makers generates a pool 
of organizational knowledge. Moreover, success adds value to the experience, whereas 
failure represents gaps in the existing knowledge and enables firms to identify which 
areas to fill in the gaps. Thus, although successful prior experience may foster learn-
ing, it may also likely discourage new experimentation due to the overconfidence of 
decision-makers.

Welch and Welch (2009) outline the reasons why firms choose to re-enter the market 
after exit. The decision-making process for re-internationalization is influenced by the 
interplay between positive resources, such as brand recognition (Martins et  al., 2023) 
well-established networks, and useful experiences, and negative liabilities, such as unre-
solved issues, damaged reputation, or unaddressed obstacles. Moreover, the impact of 
global forces, such as changes in market circumstances, new opportunities, or shifts in 
geopolitical factors, necessitate enterprises to adapt to these rising elements and evalu-
ate whether it is appropriate to resume operations in foreign markets given the modified 
global environment. Other studies have explored the concept of failure as a good out-
come and propose that failure, as suggested by Lee et al. (2020), can lead to the adop-
tion of new and diverse ideas due to the need to search for alternative solutions. Some 
latest studies also highlight the significance of failure as a source of new learning and 
strategic initiatives. Cefis et al., (2022) discuss the evolving understanding of firm exit 
in the context of research on business survival and international business. Their study 
emphasizes the need to view exit as a heterogeneous event rather than a homogenous 
one and explains that failure could have several meanings if seen in the context of the 
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exit of either fundamentally viable or underperforming firms. In this line Vissak et  al. 
(2020) in a case study have also mentioned the importance of learning from failures. 
Their study confirms that past mistakes contributed to growth and success, while the 
positive attitude toward failure played a role in the firm’s ability to adapt and improve its 
internationalization strategies. Madsen and Desai (2010) pose the question of whether 
improved organizational performance is a result of learning from success or failure or 
both. Advancing this notion, Deichmann and Van den Ende (2014) demonstrate that 
failure induces more initiative-taking than success does. Previously, Audia et al., (2000, 
p. 849) conducted a longitudinal study on the airline industry and concluded: “Every suc-
cess that organizations strive to achieve plants the seeds of their future decline.” In other 
words, success promotes a predisposition to strategic persistence, which instigates self-
destruction when radical external changes demand new strategies and initiatives. Fail-
ure opens doors to search for such combinations of variables that have been previously 
unexplored. Of all the factors highlighted by Welch and Welch (2009) regarding re-entry 
post-exit, the primary determinant is the time period during which companies tem-
porarily halt their international operations, commonly referred to as a time-out. As to 
Welch and Welch, the experiences gained during this interruption significantly influence 
the firm’s readiness to recommence operations in worldwide marketplaces. These expe-
riences may involve learning from past mistakes, analyzing market trends, or making 
internal organizational changes. Residual mindshare pertains to the enduring effect and 
sway of a brand or concept on an individual’s cognition and perspectives. In this sense, 
psychological experiences refer to the mental and emotional reactions that individuals 
have toward a specific brand or idea. Residual mindshare refers to the lasting psycho-
logical impact or memory impressions that arise during a company’s initial international 
expansion phase. Along the same lines, earlier studies such as Javalgi et al. (2011) and 
later Surdu and Narula (2021) have emphasized that the initial experiences of psycho-
logical challenges encountered when entering foreign markets have a lasting influence 
on subsequent decision-making. The firm’s perception of difficulties, appraisal of risks, 
and strategy for pursuing international prospects are all encompassed within this frame-
work. These decisions are influenced by the psychological imprints that result from past 
experiences. Ali and Mathur (2022), however, highlight that a prolonged duration of 
time-out limits the efficacy of early experiences. In line with our proposition that fail-
ure is similarly important as success and entrepreneurs will only embark on a new jour-
ney to resume international resource commitment if they are motivated, self-efficacy at 
the organizational level post-exit can be synonymous with organizational commitment. 
Previous research has established the significance of organizational commitment in 
expansion into international markets and the re-entry into regions that were previously 
exited (Ali et  al., 2022). Ali and Mathur (2022) demonstrate that during post-failure 
re-entry, firm choose to employ more comprehensive strategies for accessing interna-
tional markets, in contrast to the less comprehensive strategies they initially employed 
by using various extensive techniques appointing exclusive agents in the target regions. 
The primary objective of organizational commitment is to recoup all or a portion of the 
expenses that were incurred as a result of prior unsuccessful endeavors. Furthermore, 
Ali et al. (2022) believe that the commitment to exporting can be strengthened during 
the period of inactivity when a company foresees fresh prospects in global markets. 
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Firms can cultivate a robust dedication to international operations by a deliberate deci-
sion-making process that drives them to aggressively seek out re-internationalization 
chances. This allows them to swiftly adjust to the changing circumstances and growing 
obstacles in foreign markets. This resonates with our proposition of a growth mindset 
for re-internationalization post-exit. Consequently, these obligations are expected to 
improve the likelihood of achieving better results throughout the re-internationalization 
phase. Self-efficacy should not be confused with overconfidence (Nummela et al., 2016), 
which refers to the belief of inexperienced managers in their venture’s potential and their 
capacity to handle growth obstacles. Self-efficacy here is a heightened level of confidence 
that enables managers to adopt a growth mindset post-exit in contrast to incompetence 
of market dynamics. Nevertheless, our study suggests that when examining the con-
cept of a growth mindset, various constraints and potential avenues for further research 
become evident. Although the existing studies provide significant insights, a compre-
hensive approach may explore the relationship between re-internationalization and fail-
ure trajectories, particularly when examined from the perspective of a growth mindset 
that promotes ongoing learning and enhancement. This investigation has the potential 
to reveal noticeable patterns or factors associated with the adoption of a development 
mindset. Moreover, conducting a thorough analysis of the cognitive processes linked to 
failure and the subsequent actions of entrepreneurs has the potential to generate signifi-
cant insights, especially when considering how a growth mindset influences their reac-
tions to obstacles in the process of international expansion.

Method
Although the existing internationalization literature focused primarily on the growth 
strategies and survival of successful companies in foreign markets, the lack of research 
on firms that failed as a precursor to subsequent re-entry or success inspired the cur-
rent study. We collected evidence from companies that witnessed failure in their inter-
nationalization histories. As the existing literature has provided broad evidence on firm 
growth and survival, the current study aims to examine phenomena related to failure 
and the post-failure behavior and expectations of managers. Based on an analysis of 
research publications (from 1996 to 2020) in the field of foreign market re-entry, Sousa 
et  al. (2021), concluded that the majority of empirical studies employed a case study 
approach using interview techniques to explore the different facets of the topic. Quali-
tative approaches typically synthesize fragmented and conflicting research by combin-
ing, complementing, and linking concepts and themes from prior evidence. In so doing, 
it provides comprehensive knowledge on a topic or research statement. Therefore, this 
study synthesized the existing studies that provided rich evidence drawn from inter-
views conducted within the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

The study is exploratory in nature. Various causal factors can be attributed to the 
failure and emergence of firms. Exploratory research is, by definition, more open to 
expansive perspectives on a topic. Adopting the process approach is key to the study in 
examining the influence of certain factors on the cyclical process of internationalization. 
This confirmed the importance of the qualitative approach (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1994). 
Furthermore, data collection was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, 
the study recognized the opportunity to assess the success and failure of firms during 
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this exceptional period. We employed a qualitative research design with the narrative 
approach. Qualitative approaches enable the investigation of research phenomena from 
various perspectives, which enriches the existing theory, and present an opportunity for 
investigating micro-level mechanisms and processes (Richards, 2009). The qualitative 
approach also required a partially grounded theory approach, which provided a fresh 
understanding of the cyclical patterns of internationalization across the sample (Sud-
daby, 2006).

Consistent with the partial grounded theory approach and to develop an a priori 
framework, we drew on the existing theory and aimed to generate an elaborated the-
ory. This study used theoretical sampling (Eisenhardt, 1989). The sample was selected by 
keeping in mind the theoretical categories of successful and unsuccessful companies in 
terms of prior internationalization processes. Theoretical sampling was helpful because 
it resulted in the selection of extreme cases or polar types (success or failure), where 
cases provided information to extend the theory.

Data collection

This study utilized a semi-structured and multiple case study approach. Data consisted 
of eight companies located in the UAE. The sample was identified in collaboration with 
Khalifa Fund for Enterprise Development (KFED). Established in 2007, KFED (www.​
khali​fafund.​ae) is the main not-for-profit socio-economic development agency of the 
government of Abu Dhabi (UAE). It provides commercial lending and financial services 
along with consultancy and training services exclusively to Emirati start-ups and young 
enterprises in all sectors. It is worth mentioning that the UAE is a unitary federation 
of seven emirates. The Emirate of Abu Dhabi represents approximately 87% of the total 
country’s area and where nearly 34% of the total population lives. Dubai Emirate, the 
largest in terms of population (36%) has a similar organization to KFED called “Dubai 
SME”. In 2011, KFED expanded its scope to support entrepreneurs in three other emir-
ates: Ajman, Fujairah, and Ras Al Khaimah. The official website of the Ministry of Econ-
omy (www.​moec.​gov) reports mainly the following two pieces of information about the 
KFED achievements: 1.32 billion AED as activated loans and more than 900 workshops 
provided as of 2019. Concurrent with this information, the “Impact Report” published by 
KFED (2021) covering the period from inception to 2019 adds that the organization con-
tributed to the creation of 15,000 new jobs, among which 1800 for Emiratis. It activated 
1168 loans including the development of 152 projects for international exportations, the 
establishment of 6% of Emirati SMEs, and a total return on investment of 15.5%.

The selection criteria for the firms included companies that (a) internationalized 
from a UAE base, (b) have undergone a period of international growth, and (c) halted 
or reduced the process of international growth. KFED provided a list of 20 young and 
developing companies with previous or current international operations. The research 
team screened the list and reduced it to 10 companies that meet the abovementioned 
criteria. We did not restrict the research to a particular industry to collect data on vari-
ous firms across industry sectors.

KFED initially emailed the companies, cited the purpose of the research, and intro-
duced the research investigators. This step was important in establishing the legitimacy 
of the research team due to the nature of the formal communication style in the UAE. 

http://www.khalifafund.ae
http://www.khalifafund.ae
http://www.moec.gov
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The research team then contacted the companies via email and inquired about their 
intention to contribute to the study through interviews. Of the 10 selected companies, 
eight agreed to the interview invitation. Thus, we conducted eight interviews in total. 
The respondents in all the companies were founders of the business, except for one case. 
They were selected because they possessed first-hand knowledge of the different phases 
of the internationalization process experienced by their firms. In addition, they were 
fully involved in the process and in major decision-making during internationalization. 
Table 1 provides an overview of the characteristics of the sample.

We prepared an interview guide with a list of open-ended questions. Toward this end, 
we scanned the literature and determined several important themes linked to success 
and failure in international operations. The first theme asked general questions related 
to internationalization, such as the initial purpose, triggers, and opportunity identifica-
tion processes utilized, and the challenges observed during the process. This first group 
of themes set the tone of the interviews because the respondents were encouraged to 
discuss the details of the internationalization journey of their companies, which was 
fraught with opportunities and hurdles. The second theme focused on firm-specific 
advantages that the respondents brought to international operations. This part intended 
to explore the role and influence of firm-level resources in the various phases of inter-
nationalization. This theme focused on exploring three specific, intangible resources, 
namely, experience, knowledge, and innovation, throughout three phases: internation-
alization, de-internationalization, and re-internationalization. The third theme explored 
the perceived understanding of the founders about the construct of failure or withdrawal 
from international markets and subsequent performance. Especially, this theme focused 
on exploring the motivation of founders after failure and their perception of failure in 
the internationalization process. Other important questions in this theme are related 
to negative and positive learning experiences, motivation to re-internationalize, subse-
quent but different plans for re-internationalization, and the opinions of the founders 
about success or failure in re-internationalization.

The interviews were not limited to time duration; thus, the respondents were allowed 
to provide lengthy responses. Each interview lasted between 1 and 2 h. In total, the eight 
companies completed 12 h of interviews. Seven out of eight interviews were conducted 
in English, whereas one was conducted in Arabic as per the request of the interviewee, 
which was then translated into English. All authors, along with a research assistant, 
attended and participated in the interviews in English. One of the interviewers intro-
duced the team and opened the interview with a question of the first theme. The other 
interviewers then moved on with further questions and vice versa. All interviews were 
recorded and transcribed with the consent of the respondents. Field notes were taken, 
however, as the interviews were conducted online using Zoom. These notes were mainly 
about the tone of voice of the interviewees. The anonymity of the names of the respond-
ents and their companies was retained.

Data analysis

We examined data using within- and cross-case analyses, as suggested by Eisenhardt 
(1989). First, we analyzed within-case data followed by a cross-case analysis. To conduct 
within-case analysis, two researchers examined the write-up of each case to become 



Page 9 of 25Sayed and Gherissi Labben ﻿Journal of Innovation and Entrepreneurship           (2024) 13:53 	

familiar with the patterns of information that fall under the pre-determined themes 
(existing literature) and identified unique patterns that emerged. In this process, an 
inductive thematic approach was adopted (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006) fol-
lowing an interview-by-interview analysis. Based on the first interview we coded infor-
mation related to the themes and sub-themes (pre-determined from the literature and 
emergent). Then, to cross-analyze information, coding was formatted into a tabular form 
as well as the frequency of occurrence of each theme throughout the entire interview. 
The following interviews were also analyzed as previously mentioned. However, after 
each conducted interview theme finetuning was operated mainly for the emergent ones. 
The saturation stage was reached from interview 6 as no additional theme relevant to 
our research topic emerged from the whole body of interviews.

In order to identify the most relevant and prominent themes across the 8 different 
experiences, the authors decided to retain those that were repeated in the narrative 
at least 3 times within each interview and that were common to all interviewees. Four 
themes were identified as summarized in Table 2. It is important to mention that several 
excluded themes appeared more than three times within the same interview and a few of 
them were discussed by a maximum of 3 different interviews. This selection allowed the 
authors to detect the prime themes and avoid those that are to a certain extent context-
related to each entrepreneur. Finally, the findings were compared and complemented 
within the existing literature to assess the validity of the research, and conclusions were 
drawn. The identified themes were later used to develop implications for theory and 
practice.

Findings and analysis
This study aims to explore the failure, the failure behavior of managers, and the emo-
tion and motivation to withdraw/reemerge in international operations that occur after 
exit. This section narrates perceptions about failure in various forms and the manner 
in which managers remained motivated to cope with failing ventures. In addition, we 
highlight the emotions of respondents after exit as they describe their experience with 
failure.

High‑risk awareness and low‑risk averseness behavior

Six out of the eight firms initiated the internationalization to the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia (KSA), which is a neighboring country, as a planned activity in response to 
spontaneous business requests from distributors or clients based in the KSA. The 
remaining two firms also began internationalization to KSA as a planned activity, but 
without having any formal business request. Because of the passive or active planned 
endeavors of internationalization, it is assumed that the capital raised took into 
consideration the potential future international expansion of the businesses, either 
through a capital provision or the investment from the business inception in the com-
pany operations allowing future internationalization. However, given the absence 
of direct and indirect evidence from the interviews, this assumption could not be 
extended to the consideration of potential failure, even if entrepreneurs expressed a 
high-risk awareness. The motivation of the UAE firms was to transform and innovate 
businesses. UAE has 10.01 million inhabitants, whereas KSA has 35.37 million (World 
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Population Review, 2021). Thus, KSA features a more complex domestic market com-
pared with that of the UAE due to the larger population and different and less pre-
dictable business regulations. One respondent acknowledges this aspect as follows:

Saudi is starting to be a serious competitor to UAE at the international level; 
that’s why it is not easy to do business in Saudi …. The rivalry is noticeable.
The others also considered KSA a very tough market to enter.
UAE is like diving in a swimming pool while Saudi is like diving in an ocean.
Saudi is a too aggressive market and the mentality is different.
There is no reciprocity in terms of businesspersons’ treatment between the two 
countries.

The respondents noted the absence of a strong institutional environment in the UAE 
and downplayed the importance of formal institutions and governmental agencies 
and programs. In general, although nations in the Gulf Cooperation Council facilitate 
intra-regional trade, the interviews revealed that such trade was frequently hindered 
by complex and changing regulations. However, the respondents highlighted that the 
formal institutions of neighboring countries can support international expansion.

Given this context, UAE entrepreneurs displayed high levels of risk awareness and 
low levels of risk aversion behaviors when engaging in an international venture. In 
other words, the entrepreneurs found themselves obliged to rely on their resources 
and capabilities to gain the required knowledge and expertise to expand internation-
ally. The only solution for the entrepreneurs was engaging in high-risk and unknown 
ventures even at the cost of failure, because doing so is the only means for learning 
the expertise of business at the international level.

The high-risk awareness associated with a relatively low-risk aversion among entre-
preneurs can be explained by their belief that mistakes or failures provide valuable 
opportunities for learning and development and to become acquainted with chal-
lenges and practices related to internationalization. The following comments from the 
interviewees signaled the many risks they faced but embraced during the course of 
internationalization:

I have paid a penalty of 12 million (dirhams) for learning how to practice and do 
business in Saudi Arabia.
People see me as a “dollar man,” so they think they can fool me in business. I did 
several mistakes, but I learned a lot, and this is what made me what I am today.
I was cheated by many relations in Saudi but many others have supported me 
and helped me also.
You need to test people to identify those that are trustworthy and reliable and 
that can maybe provide you with good raw materials, those that would help you 
with distribution, those that can give you advice on how to sell, those that can 
give your business secrets. These relations will short-cut the internationalization 
process.
Someone stole half a million from me. Therefore, now I learned that I have to do 
business with someone when I investigate the client/supplier and know about him.
Dealing with people that are not serious about doing business with us costs a lot of 
money.



Page 11 of 25Sayed and Gherissi Labben ﻿Journal of Innovation and Entrepreneurship           (2024) 13:53 	

Consequently, and despite being viewed as a tough and complex market, we assume 
that Emirati entrepreneurs responded to the spontaneous and generally informal 
requests from KSA businesses for cooperation and trade because learning, even from 
failure, was the only means for acquiring knowledge about IB. The reason for this notion 
is that the institutional environment does not support international ventures.

Self‑motivation through nationalism

We found evidence of national pride inspiring internationalization, as indicated by our 
participants:

As I said going international was my aim objective, and I dreamed from the begin-
ning to see made in UAE sold in foreign countries.
I wanted to open a factory to have made in UAE and to see my items with Made in 
UAE worldwide.
I would like the UAE production to be available in the world.
The UAE is perceived as a high-class destination, it helped me sell my products and 
services in the hospitality sector in foreign countries.
UAE is a model of success and is a hub for business.
My dream was to produce something made in UAE and to take it international.
I feel I am proud of my achievement, and I have to give back to my country.

Notably, these entrepreneurial motivations were present despite formal support from 
the government. Previous studies, such as Elnadi et al. (2020) and Bácena-Martín et al. 
(2021), also demonstrated that government policies and regulations, access to finance, 
and governmental support cannot explain entrepreneurial intentions. Despite the 
absence of institutional support, entrepreneurship is highly regarded in the UAE as per 
the Global Entrepreneurship Report—Middle East and Africa (2017). This assumption 
aligns with Wyrwich et al. (2016) who stated that local entrepreneurial role models con-
tribute to learning about the required capabilities and skills to become an entrepreneur. 
At the same time, they suggest that entrepreneurship is a potentially successful career 
path. National pride is shaped not only by country-level factors, but also by individual 
characteristics. Hope et al. (2011) in a study among the extremely rare ones related to 
national pride and IB demonstrated that national pride, which characterizes transac-
tions, explains the higher bids of developing countries in mergers and acquisitions com-
pared with those of advanced countries. Goby and Alhadhrami (2018) notably employed 
a close notion to national pride, that is, national citizenship, in the UAE context. They 
explained that the UAE’s national citizenship provides leaders a sense of freedom to 
deviate from organizational schemes, which may enhance organizational innovation. To 
the best of our knowledge, no study directly discusses the link between national pride 
and self-efficacy in the IB context. Thus, this study emphasizes the need to understand 
the role of national pride in influencing the self-efficacy of Emirati entrepreneurs in 
undertaking international ventures despite the awareness that failure may occur.

Reliance on self‑efficacy

Without strong institutional support for internationalization and upfront high risk, 
entrepreneurs have become reliant on their resources and capabilities to gain the 
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required knowledge and expertise to grow internationally. Entrepreneurs engaged in 
international experiences with little prior knowledge are learning as they proceed while 
enduring the risks of internationalization. An interviewee describes self-efficacy by 
adopting an irreproachable business behavior and conduct to create trust in interna-
tional relations, which is key to acquiring knowledge to succeed:

Establishing a name internationally is important for internationalization but to 
succeed in this you have to be respected by being trustful, professional, and commit-
ted to developing products equivalent to national standards.
Beyond the quality of the product and good pricing, being honest, trustworthy, and 
ethical are key to success.
My knowledge of how to make people trust me and how to convince them is impor-
tant but honesty, honest, and honesty, I said it three times because it was key to be 
where I am today.
I have friends in different countries as a previous pilot in the Air Force. This helped 
in supporting my business. However, the most important thing is the trust relation-
ship and work ethic I have with people … this is key for my business development.
During this time, I developed a strong relationship with reputable German, Bra-
zilian, and Dutch companies that helped in getting the knowledge and expertise 
because they trust me.

This finding corroborates our assumption about self-efficacy because entrepreneurs 
believed in their ability to mobilize and implement the necessary resources, behaviors, 
skills, and competencies and attained a certain level of achievement on a given task 
(as in Bandura, 1997; Baron, 2004). In addition, Yang et al., (2020, p. 1) found that “the 
personality trait of entrepreneurial self-efficacy contributes positively to the degree of 
internationalization via mobilizing opportunity-motivated entrepreneurship and that 
home-country formal institutions strengthen the above relationship of such young entre-
preneurial firms.” This finding corroborates with Yang et al. (2020); the only difference is 
that our sample does not involve a strong institutional environment. This finding sup-
ports our assumption that self-efficacy is key to international success, as entrepreneurs 
would rely mainly on their capabilities to undertake international ventures. This find-
ing is similar to that of Hsu et al. (2017), who used self-efficacy theory complemented 
with prospect theory (framing effect) to explain the re-entry of entrepreneurs to busi-
nesses after the post-exit experience(s). The findings demonstrated that entrepreneurs 
with high levels of self-efficacy in the post-exit phase explain business re-entry indepen-
dently from the benefits and losses of the prior experience. However, the framing effect 
explains re-entry despite losses when the level of self-efficacy is low or moderate.

Furthermore, the respondents emphasized their motivation and personal belief in 
learning from the trial-and-error process in internationalization:

Clients do not respect their financial commitments. However, it is normal, I have to 
pay, and I have to lose money in order to learn from my mistakes.
I do not consider I had negative learnings even when I do mistakes, because the more 
you make mistakes the more you learn.
I made many mistakes, and this made me stronger at the international level.
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I dealt with many people that were not serious about doing business with us …, but 
now I learned how to screen good opportunities and serious people.
Previous negative experiences helped me understand that I should not put all eggs 
in the same basket.

These narratives demonstrated support for the first assumption that firms learn not 
only from success but from failure, and both support each other in subsequent inter-
nationalization activities. We assumed that the resultant value of learning was created 
from success and failure in international operations. In addition, both potentially con-
tributed to post-exit performance. Learning from failure and success enables managers 
to envision subsequent plans in the next attempt at internationalization. When examin-
ing learning using the approach of multinational enterprises in emerging countries, Rui 
et al. (2016) found that the four components of learning by doing, which included trial 
and error, are key to enhancing the development of tacit and inimitable knowledge that 
reinforces the internal capabilities of a firm to create a sustainable advantage.

Failure behavior and emotions

One of our observations from the interviews was that none of the entrepreneurs seemed 
frustrated due to failure or a pause in their internationalization path; instead, they val-
ued the learning and experience from failure and favored learning against perceived 
risks. According to Cope (2003), discontinuous events triggered high levels of relevant 
learning compared with learning from routinized activities, which the author identified 
as low-level learning. The author also found that learning from discontinuous events 
“proves to be fundamental in both personal and business terms” (Cope, 2003, p. 445). 
In our view, this statement was a true depiction of satisfaction from failure and demon-
strated the contribution of failure to enhanced self-efficacy and to the eagerness of entre-
preneurs to modify mistakes and adapt differently upon re-entry to foreign markets.

In this context, self-efficacy was a valuable personal characteristic of managerial per-
sonality that imparted life-long learning through the vicissitudes of failure and success. 
According to Geroski et  al. (2010), the strategies, culture, and decisions of companies 
were influenced by inertial forces induced through the characteristics, preferences, val-
ues, and priorities of founders. In a similar vein, Mathias et al. (2015) concluded, “Cer-
tain sources of imprint might influence entrepreneurs before they launch their first 
venture and may persist throughout their entrepreneurial careers, likely impacting their 
decision-making and the trajectory of their ventures” (p. 12). Furthermore, Amankwah-
Amoah et al. (2016) identified four stages of post-entrepreneurial failure and found that 
“while the grieving and transition phases entailed processes of reflecting and learning 
lessons from the business failure experiences, the formation and legacy phases involve 
processes of imprinting entrepreneurs’ experiential knowledge on their successive new 
start-up firms” (p. 648). This aspect was also evident in our analysis when one of the 
entrepreneurs responded as follows:

I will focus only on sections where I am strong and making the highest profit because 
I realize I cannot be good at everything.
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Instead of buying materials (wood) from suppliers as I am doing currently, I am 
starting establishing joint ventures with them to control price, delivery time, and 
international disturbance.

De Cock et al. (2021) conducted a review of the existing literature and identified dif-
ferent sources of founder imprints: “Unique background and mission reflect self-efficacy 
and self-reliance as part of the entrepreneurs’ personality imprints when they pursue 
international growth strategy” (p. 3). According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy is “the 
conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior required to produce the out-
come” (p. 193). Despite facing repeated failure in a high-risk country, the respondents 
felt confident about future endeavors on the basis of their knowledge from prior fail-
ure: “I want my business to flourish and secure the business for the upcoming 5 years.” 
Another one indicated the following belief: “I should (will) not put my eggs in the same 
basket as I have to expand and diversify.”

Other scholars and authors linked self-efficacy and self-reliance to independence; 
frequently, these terms were used interchangeably. In connection to the motivational 
constructs of autonomy, self-efficacy is considered a determining factor in developing 
intrinsic motivation and enhancing cognitive self-regulation, which enables individuals 
to adapt and adjust behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2000). This notion was supported by one 
interviewee as follows:

I will focus only on the sections where I am strong and making the highest profit 
because I realized I cannot be good at everything.

Discussion and conclusion
The findings pointed to four key themes related to the failure of firms in internationali-
zation, namely, high-risk awareness and low-risk averseness; self-motivation; reliance on 
self-efficacy; and general failure behavior and emotions. In this section, we advance IB 
theory along these themes.

Based on the findings, we propose that high-risk awareness and low-risk aversion 
behavior among entrepreneurs are factors at the personal level that enable entrepre-
neurs to realize that high risk attracts failure. Therefore, the entrepreneurs already held a 
perception of failure despite proceeding with international operations. Several scholars 
have focused primarily on the conditions and circumstances of internal factors under 
which firms learn through failure (Khanna et al., 2016; Yamakawa et al., 2013). In addi-
tion, scholars fundamentally highlight trial-and-error learning and experimentation. 
This finding is in line with Suru and Narula (2021) who demonstrate that to succeed 
in re-internationalization, firms must make sense of their past negative experiences, 
unlearn old behaviors, and incorporate new, more relevant knowledge into their strat-
egies. This underscores the dynamic nature of international business and the need for 
adaptability. However, studies that explored the perception of failure associated with 
high-risk operations in IB remained lacking. In this regard, Ali and Mathur (2022) iden-
tify that early withdrawal in the process model of internationalization is ascribed to a 
deficiency in emphasis on international activities, constrained resources, and the need to 
prioritize survival in home markets. The model accepts market variables, such as price 
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competitiveness and technical obsolescence. Nevertheless, the approach lacks recom-
mendations for addressing or mitigating these issues during the re-internationalization 
process.

Furthermore, we noticed that the entrepreneurs displayed a readiness to face conse-
quences and preparedness by counting on their resources and capabilities to gain the 
knowledge for incremental investment due to their ventures into high-risk countries/
industries. Lafuente et al. (2019) revealed that practical experience is an essential pre-
requisite for entrepreneurial learning and that the flexibility of entrepreneurs with 
negative experience encourages generative entrepreneurial learning, which is especially 
suitable for subsequent internationally oriented ventures. Kafouros et al. (2022) identi-
fied that firms may de-internationalize after initial internationalization. The firm recon-
siders its location, foreign entry, and temporal decisions during de-internationalization. 
This includes withdrawing from or entirely quitting previously entered places, reevaluat-
ing entry options, and time-related market exit and re-entry decisions. Importantly, de-
internationalization does not halt the firm’s international journey. Instead, it might lead 
to re-entering or exploring new markets. De- and re-internationalization can repeat, 
generating cycles with comparable management, organizational and environmental 
decision-making and repercussions. Shane et  al. (2003) focused on the role of human 
agency and argued that “inadequate empirical work does not negate the importance of 
understanding the role of human motivation in the entrepreneurial process” (p. 258). 
Along similar lines, Stephan and Drencheva (2017) concluded that the perception of 
entrepreneurs of new situations is linked to distinct aspects of their personality, such 
as motivation, identity, features, skills, and prior experiential learning. In turn, these 
aspects are largely shaped by one’s entrepreneurial history. This finding coincides with 
the present findings, which emphasized high levels of risk awareness but low levels of 
risk aversion, which are exemplified by the belief of the respondents that failure may 
provide valuable opportunities for learning and development with challenges related to 
IB. Our findings featured motivation as an intrinsic managerial condition that may be 
associated with the behavioral aspect of learning from failure. This motivation among 
the respondents emerged due to introspection and review after failure. In the case of the 
absence of action or response after failure, learning from failure may remain deposited 
in organizational knowledge but will not yield any benefit. The study found that manag-
ers self-motivate by associating themselves with nationalism. In other words, a sense of 
national pride envisioned their internationalization journey.

With regard to failure as an element of motivation, Chen et al. (2009) and Frese (2009) 
demonstrated that self-efficacy is linked to motivational aspects. This finding is aligned 
with that of Yang et  al. (2020) also who noted that entrepreneurial self-efficacy posi-
tively contributes to the degree of internationalization via mobilizing opportunity-moti-
vated entrepreneurship. This aspect is especially evident in early-stage entrepreneurial 
ventures. Thus, the study concluded that failure generates motivation, risk-tolerant 
behaviors, and improved self-efficacy to aid in embarking toward subsequent oppor-
tunity-driven entrepreneurship. Furthermore, Wasowska (2019) emphasized that self-
efficacy played a mediating role in the relationship between positive orientation and 
internationalization intention which is a good predictor of venture behavior. In sum-
mary, this study demonstrated that failure not only led to the emergence of new and 
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positive organizational learning but also stimulated entrepreneurial venture growth. 
Our finding is in line with According to Costa et al. (2023), comparative optimism is a 
key psychological trigger that motivates entrepreneurs to re-enter a market after failure. 
Comparative optimism, the belief that one is less likely to suffer unfavorable occurrences 
than others, might influence an entrepreneur’s perspective and decision to take another 
entrepreneurial leap. Entrepreneurs have a psychological advantage: comparative opti-
mism. When entrepreneurs believe they are less likely to fail than their counterparts, 
they gain confidence and determination. This optimism helps entrepreneurs stay upbeat 
after a company loss. The optimistic outlook is vital to motivation. Comparatively opti-
mistic entrepreneurs see failure as a transitory setback rather than a final conclusion. 
They rapidly recover from failures, attributing them to external forces rather than per-
sonal flaws. This resiliency drives market re-entry. Entrepreneurs believe they can suc-
ceed despite past failures. Similar optimism offers entrepreneurs a sense of control over 
their fate. They believe their actions and decisions affect results more than external 
influences. This imagined control motivates. Entrepreneurs re-enter the market because 
they feel they can influence their business’s success after a loss. Regarding self-efficacy-, 
the belief in one’s ability to muster and implement the necessary resources, skills, behav-
iors, and competencies to attain a certain level of achievement on a given task (Bandura, 
1997; Baron, 2004). Our findings indicate that motivation is an aspect of self-efficacy 
related to one’s personality. Following Shane et al. (2003), the current findings confirmed 
that the qualitative types of motivation, in which respondents independently utilized 
their judgments and summoned the drive and passion to move forward, were favorable 
in their journey to failure. This entrepreneurial behavior is similar to a self-commitment 
attitude as highlighted by Sleuwaegen and Onkelinx (2014) who demonstrate in their 
study that global start-ups possess a strong belief in their ability to enter and succeed 
in multiple foreign markets (self-efficacy). Their high commitment reflects a belief that 
they can effectively manage the complexities and challenges associated with interna-
tional expansion with their higher initial commitment, and are more likely to continue 
exporting to foreign markets. They highlight that the failure rate of global start-ups is 
not significantly higher than that of geographically focused start-ups. This suggests that 
the complexity of entering multiple markets quickly, a characteristic of global start-ups, 
does not necessarily lead to a substantially higher failure risk. This outcome challenges 
the notion that a high-risk strategy equates to failure. It implies that global start-ups, 
driven by self-efficacy, may perceive the risks differently and believe in their ability to 
navigate these challenges successfully. In this regard, although considerably examined 
in the entrepreneurial context, we noted that the self-efficacy theory lacks an explana-
tion of how personality influences the internationalization of entrepreneurial businesses 
(Yang et  al., 2020).With regard to organizational expectations for successful re-entry 
to foreign markets after exit, the role of the experience with failure on performance in 
subsequent projects was considered uncertain from a theoretical standpoint (c.f. Shep-
herd et al., 2009). Our study demonstrated that failure can lead to positive outcomes by 
promoting self-efficacy, which plays a mediating role in the relationship between posi-
tive orientation and internationalization intention. Several studies linked self-efficacy 
with internationalization (e.g., Yang et  al., 2020). Specifically, Baron (2004) found that 
self-efficacy is strongly positively associated with the tendency to start a new venture. 
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After failure, the respondents did not appear frustrated; instead, they were seemingly 
relatively motivated to move forward with new ventures. According to Bandura (1997), 
self-efficacy is “the conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior required 
to produce the outcome” (p. 193). Despite repeated failure in a high-risk country, the 
respondents felt confident about future endeavors on the basis of knowledge from their 
prior failures. In this regard, self-efficacy was a valuable personal characteristic of mana-
gerial personality that imparted life-long learning through the ups and downs of failure 
and success. Our finding also corresponds with Vissak (2022) who studied the nonlinear 
internationalization of three Estonian enterprises focusing on the internationalization 
dynamics and firm flexibility and confirmed that nonlinear internationalization is typical 
in stable and unstable times, according to the study. During uncertain times, firms faced 
problems and sought new business prospects. The corporations combined international 
experience with new strategies.

Theoretical and practical implications
Implications for IB theory and contribution

The implication of this research for IB theory coincides with those of Rugman et  al. 
(2011) who stated that the unit of analysis of IB theory has shifted from country-specific 
advantages to firm-specific ones. The authors further suggested a configuration of both 
types of advantages to explore different levels of analysis for IB research. Our findings 
point our direction to expanding the international business theory and we suggest that 
international business theory should consider the dynamic interplay between risk per-
ception, self-efficacy, motivation, and psychological factors like comparative optimism 
to provide a more comprehensive understanding of firms’ behavior in the internation-
alization process. At the firm-level analysis, the results of the current study suggest that 
entrepreneurial motivation and self-efficacy are two of the variables that can be exam-
ined to understand how and why small and resource-deficient firms utilize these factors 
in offsetting the liability of foreignness. However, these variables are not fundamental 
elements of any IB or entrepreneurship theory. Our findings confirm the Uppsala model 
of incremental internationalization; however, we propose certain advancements to this 
model. The Uppsala model presents one side of the coin by explaining the process that 
firms undergo during incremental internationalization but ignores the other side of the 
coin, that is, failure. As a concept, failure is the counterpart of success, and the notion of 
incremental expansion is a cumulative, path-dependent process, where the international 
expansion patterns of firms are a function of the previous international experience and 
knowledge base (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 1990). In this regard, failure, motivation, and 
self-efficacy could provide a rich explanation of this incremental process. Further, the 
findings of the study highlight the significance of entrepreneurs’ high-risk awareness and 
low-risk averseness in internationalization. It suggests that entrepreneurs who are aware 
of the risks but have confidence in their capabilities (self-efficacy) are more likely to ven-
ture into high-risk international markets. Thus, future international business theories 
should incorporate the interplay between risk perception and self-efficacy as essential 
factors influencing firms’ internationalization decisions. Understanding how entrepre-
neurs assess and manage risks while maintaining their confidence could offer insights 
into firms’ internationalization strategies.
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This study explored the role of failure in relation to success in the internationaliza-
tion process. It also investigated the managerial expectations related to success in re-
entering foreign markets after exit. This exploratory study provides a different insight 
from the existing anti-failure bias in literature and encourages further research for reval-
idation. The study outcomes present a positive focus on failure and a demonstration of 
how entrepreneurs recommit themselves to businesses and adopt risks despite mini-
mal formal support after their experience with failure. The respondents valued learning 
from failure and generally viewed it as an aspect that enhanced their perceived ability to 
reemerge in international markets after their retreat. Accrued knowledge enabled them 
to move forward in the internationalization process regardless of intermittent pauses. 
The study also found that failure reinforced the belief that learning from failure ena-
bled them to use different approaches to subsequent projects to cultivate success. Thus, 
contrary to the belief that failure is a negative outcome, our analysis demonstrated that 
failure imparts positive outcomes and is a valuable experience in entrepreneurship. Fail-
ure increased entrepreneurial self-awareness, commitment, and eagerness to continue 
to internationalize even after multiple serial failures. Thus, the study concluded that 
success and failure in entrepreneurship can frequently coincide with failure that offers 
significant learning and relational opportunities. Entrepreneurs overlooked the cost of 
failure; instead, they emphasized a future outlook to gain after re-entering the market 
equipped with better learning.

Following the recent literature such as Lattacher and Wadawiak (2020), Lee et  al. 
(2020), Yamakawa et al., (2013, 2015), Shepherd (2003), and Cardon and McGrath (1999) 
who suggest extended research on the role of failure experiences in IB, and specifically 
on the performance expectations in subsequent projects in foreign countries, our study 
succinctly demonstrated the role of failure in the internationalization process. Our 
specific contribution is reshaping the notion of failure as a self-motivational event. It 
engages with entrepreneurial characteristics to often enhance self-efficacy. This in turn 
imparts positive and long-lasting learning for reemerging into subsequent paths.

Practical implications

Based on the fact that our study emphasizes that failure should not be viewed solely as a 
negative outcome, but also as a potential catalyst for growth, motivation, and increased 
self-efficacy, this section provides practical implications for managers leading funda-
mentally viable or underperforming firms. By adopting these implications, businesses 
can more effectively navigate the challenges and uncertainties of international business.

First of all, we suggest that managers should recognize that risk consciousness and a 
propensity to take calculated risks are essential for international success. Rather than 
viewing high-risk situations solely as potential disasters, they must realize that they can 
lead to valuable opportunities for learning and development. Managers of underper-
forming companies should focus on failure as a source of valuable knowledge. After fail-
ure, they must be receptive to self-reflection and review and take proactive measures to 
apply the lessons learned to future endeavors. Second, Managers can utilize self-efficacy 
because failures can serve as a catalyst for self-improvement. Failures motivate individu-
als to mobilize resources, skills, and competencies to achieve future success. These man-
agers should work to improve their self-efficacy, believing in their capacity to assemble 
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the necessary resources and skills for success. Self-efficacy can play a crucial role in over-
coming setbacks and pursuing new opportunities. In this regard, we also recommend 
that companies provide their employees with self-improvement training. Third, entre-
preneurs and managers should embrace comparative optimism. Believing that they are 
less likely to face unfavorable outcomes compared to others can boost their confidence 
and determination. This optimism can be instrumental in maintaining a positive outlook 
after setbacks and driving them to re-enter the market.

Our fourth recommendation is that fundamentally viable firms should cultivate resilience, 
viewing failure as a temporary setback rather than a permanent defeat. Even after suffer-
ing losses, they should maintain a sense of control over their actions and decisions, believ-
ing that they can still influence their success. Recognize that failure can result in beneficial 
organizational growth. Managers should consider how failure experiences can enhance 
future internationalization efforts’ decision-making, resource allocation, and strategic plan-
ning. Lastly, promoting a sense of national pride can serve as a source of inspiration for 
administrators of underperforming companies. Associating their internationalization jour-
ney with a greater purpose can assist them in remaining committed and motivated.

With respect to implications on the government’s efforts in supporting firms on 
the path of internationalization, we suggest that while developing policies for export 
enhancement, engaging with entrepreneurs in the early stages may be worthwhile for 
government entities to develop authentic and practical arrangements. This support 
should be established at the early stages of formal education, which creates practical 
knowledge for later deployment and forms a group of knowledgeable graduates who are 
willing to engage in entrepreneurial and international efforts. Government support was 
generally viewed as appropriate in the nascent stages of the study, although we find that 
it was less successful during mid-stage international activities that emerged during the 
maturity phase, that is, 3–5 years after entry to the market. Therefore, we suggest that 
governments should specifically provide support to entrepreneurial ventures during this 
typically uncertain and challenging period.

Limitations and future research
Limitations

This study adopted a cross-sectional approach. To further validate the results, we suggest 
that future studies should conduct a follow-up using longitudinal and quantitative study 
designs to elaborate on the dynamic changes that may occur and to confirm a few of the 
patterns observed in the present study using appropriate methods and larger samples. A 
longitudinal study may focus on monitoring the direct and indirect effects of prior fail-
ure on the subsequent internationalization activities of firms when re-entering new mar-
kets after a pause. Currently, we asked the respondents to reflect in retrospect, although 
their observations may be influenced by the success or failure of previous decisions. Fur-
ther studies may extend prior studies by investigating the impact of failure on motivation 
to start a new business in a different area. Moreover, the current sample excluded new 
international ventures, because all case companies were operating in international mar-
kets for a relatively long time before facing failure. Nevertheless, we suggest extending 
the analysis into new international ventures to observe the occurrence of failure and the 
manner in which managers address failure during the process of internationalization.
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It is worth noting that this study did not directly investigate factors such as the amount 
of capital raised and accessibility to funding opportunities as they may weaken or 
strengthen the fear of failure. According to the study, the interviewees expressed dis-
satisfaction with UAE-based institutions, including financial institutions, given the dif-
ficulty in getting financial support, but this context did not influence their level of fear 
of failure as shown in the findings. At the same time, the study did not explore aspects 
related to the accessibility to, and the availability of, informal funding from family and 
acquaintances and how it may put the entrepreneurs in a more comfort zone that could 
lower their fear of failure.

Another limitation of the study is the small number of interviewees. Speaking of fail-
ure, specifically in a masculine culture is a shame. Notably, however, data in the UAE 
are not necessarily available, and when available, data are not necessarily accessible. The 
team initially approached the Chamber of Commerce of the two most important Emir-
ates of the country (Abu Dhabi and Dubai). The latter institutions however do not record 
data related to the changes and evolution of the statuses and businesses of various com-
panies. In addition, allowing the team to contact the firms in the database for screening 
purposes was impossible for the two organizations. As such, KFED was the only organi-
zation that agreed to collaborate given its mission of promoting the entrepreneurship 
projects of Emiratis.

The last limitation of the study is related to the temporal scope and COVID-19 during 
the data collection time period. During this time frame, the sample firms had chosen to 
discontinue their operations in the market as a consequence of the economic implica-
tions stemming from the pandemic. However, these companies have also experienced 
previous withdrawals from international markets. Accordingly, the primary objective of 
our study was to investigate the impact of managerial characteristics, particularly self-
efficacy, on the motivation post-exit entry. Therefore, we advocate prudence in the inter-
pretation of our research findings, as they do not purport to establish a direct causal 
relationship between the pandemic and corporate failure, which was not within the 
scope of this study’s research question.

Future research

Future research may focus on understanding the levels of self-efficacy in nascent entre-
preneurs and their relationship with opportunity identification in foreign markets. Previ-
ous studies, such as Brändle et al. (2018), associated the social identity of entrepreneurs 
with varying levels of self-efficacy. Douglas et  al. (2020), which is based on Bandura 
(1997), considered low levels of self-efficacy to likely adversely influence the evaluation 
of potential investors of the ability of individuals to address major obstacles (given that 
individuals with high levels of self-esteem are more likely to persist in the face of obsta-
cles and achieve success). However, the need to understand self-efficacy and its propen-
sity for international opportunity identification also emerges. The current study suggests 
that varying levels of self-efficacy influence the interpretation of failure and success, 
especially in relation to re-entry into foreign markets, by the same or a new venture by 
an entrepreneur. In addition, we suggest that studies may develop or extend measures of 
entrepreneurial self-efficacy specifically linked to internationalization tasks.
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Furthermore, there is limited literature exploring the relationship between the acces-
sibility or availability of capital and fear of failure. Aligned with the work of Evans and 
Jovanovic (1989), Elston and Audretsch (2011) confirmed that wealth positively impacts 
the likelihood of starting a new business even when considering the attitude towards 
risk. More recently, Chapman and Phillips (2022), concluded that in countries qualified 
as having high perceived capabilities, the entrepreneurs’ fear of failure is very low and 
that, amongst other variables, access to funding, does not have a significant impact on 
the level of fear of failure. Future research should focus on examining to what extent the 
availability of capital, ease of access to funding, or the amount of the initial capital raised 
may influence the level of fear of failure.

Appendix
See Tables 1, 2

Table 1  Overview of the respondent profile

Nr Respondent 
function

Number of 
interviews

Business 
description

Raised 
capital
(AED)

Age 
of the 
company

International 
locations

Types of 
international 
entrepreneurs

1 Founder and 
president of 
the company

1 Selling of 
shoes

100,000 3 Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia

Import and 
export

2 Founder and 
president of 
the company

1 Manufacture 
of civilian and 
military shoes

150,000 10 Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia
Egypt/Jordan/
Lebanon

Industrial 
license for the 
manufacture 
of military and 
civil shoes

3 Founder and 
president of 
the company

1 Manufacture 
of Uniforms

2,000,000 16 Yemen/ 
Ethiopia

Import and 
export

4 Founder and 
president of 
the company

1 Manufacture 
of Pallets

500,000 21 GCC countries Import and 
export

5 Founder and 
president of 
the company

1 Selling of 
equestrian 
equipment

100,000 5 Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia/
Russia
Egypt/Kuwait/
Oman/Congo 
Libya/Aus-
tralia

Import and 
export

6 Founder, 
President and 
CEO

1 FMCG indus-
try

3,000,000 18 GCC coun-
tries/ UK/ 
Yemen/ Libya

Import and 
Export

7 Founder, 
President and 
CEO

1 Interior design 
and manufac-
ture

2,000,000 15 GCC 
countries/
Morocco/Sig-
nal/Congo/
Libya/Sudan/
Iraq/Turk-
menistan

Manufacture, 
assembly, 
import and 
export

8 Director of 
Sales and 
Marketing

1 Food industry 500,000 28 Middle East 
countries/
Germany/
Australia Hog 
Kong/Indo-
nesia

Import and 
export
Franchising
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