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Business transactions within the Muslim world have received only limited attention from International

Business scholars. This exploratory study investigates whether a shared adherence to the Islamic

tradition can reduce perceived cultural distance between countries, thus affecting the internationalisa-

tion pattern of firms. The experiences of six small- and medium-sized enterprises in the electronics and

electrical (E&E) sector in northern Malaysia are presented. The findings suggest that a mutual affiliation

to Islam among countries does contribute to reducing cultural distance, thus also affecting the path of

firm internationalisation.
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1. Introduction

Firms operating across national markets often face a number of
problems arising from various discrepancies between their home
and host countries. The seminal work of the Uppsala School
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975),
for example, highlighted the significance of ‘‘psychic distance’’ –
that is, differences in language, education, business practices,
culture, and industrial development – between countries as a key
factor in determining the pace and pattern of firm internationa-
lisation. Kostova and her colleagues (Kostova, 1999; Kostova &
Zaheer, 1999; Kostova, Roth, & Dacin, 2008) have built on work by
Scott (1995) to suggest that variations in the regulatory, cognitive,
and normative environments – or ‘‘institutional distance’’ –
between firms’ home and host countries also plays a significant
role in explaining the behaviour of multinational enterprises (see
also Xu & Shenkar, 2002).

However, existing studies have not fully considered the potential
significance of religion as a major factor in minimising cultural
distance and determining internationalisation (Dow & Karunaratna,
2006). Even Hofstede’s (1980) much-acclaimed work on culture
does not really consider religion in much depth. All this is somewhat
surprising when one considers that 84 percent of the world’s
population is religiously affiliated (Pew Research Center, 2012) and
that religion often shapes business and workplace ethics (Weaver &
Agle, 2002). Returning to Hofstede, national cultures may diverge
along the four dimensions he proposes but could still largely share a
firm commitment to the values espoused in a particular religious
tradition. Egyptians and Indonesians, for example, differ in their
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degree of ‘‘uncertainty avoidance’’ and ‘‘individualism/collectiv-
ism’’,1 yet both countries are overwhelmingly Muslim and,
therefore, are likely to share similar views on the ‘‘place’’, ‘‘purpose’’,
and ‘‘responsibilities’’ of human beings in this life.

The failure to give due consideration to religion in most existing
studies on internationalisation and cultural distance needs to be
addressed. The present article, which focuses on religious
(specifically Islamic) ties as a distinct factor in firm internationa-
lisation, is an effort towards achieving this end. More precisely, the
objective of this exploratory study is to examine whether and how
religion supersedes the cultural dissimilarities between Islamic
countries, thus reducing the cultural distance perceived by
observant Muslim managers of internationalising firms and
potentially shaping the path of their foreign expansion.

We focus specifically on Islam, firstly, for its emphasis on tawhid

(unity) – a concept discussed in more detail below – and, secondly,
because of its continued (and some might even say increasing) role
in moulding ethical and social behaviour among its followers, even
in the face of secularising and modernising forces that have
reshaped much of human life in recent times. Taken together, these
two factors make Islam a particularly potent force among the
world’s religious traditions in unifying diverse cultures.

Despite sharing a common religious tradition, there are
important ethnic, linguistic, and other factors that divide the
Islamic world into what some scholars see as being five broad
‘‘zones’’ (the Arabic, Iranian, Turkish, Malay, and Sub-Saharan
African zones), each of which can be further sub-divided into
numerous sub-zones (Nasr, 1981; Tibi, 2001). These zones differ
not only along linguistic lines, but are also distinct in more subtle
ways. The Malay zone’s Hindu-Buddhist past, for instance, has
1 See http://geert-hofstede.com/.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jwb.2013.07.005&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jwb.2013.07.005&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2013.07.005
mailto:Christopher.Richardson@usm.my
http://geert-hofstede.com/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/10909516
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2013.07.005


2 The second part attests that ‘‘Muhammad is the Messenger of the Divinity’’

(Muhammadun Rasulu ‘Llah). It is through these two testifications that one bears
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inspired much of the arts and architecture that we witness in the
region today, while the Sub-Saharan African zone is defined by its
unique tribal and regional complexions (Nasr, 1981). The Turkish
zone, meanwhile, differs from the other zones due to its Sufi-
oriented, state-centric culture and its greater mix with vernacular
cultures (Yavuz, 2008).

There is a great deal of diversity within the Islamic world.
Against the backdrop of this diversity, however, it is imperative to
underline Islam’s central role in the lives of its adherents, thus
making it a key source of cohesion and unity. According to the
Islamic view, there is no facet of human life that lies outside the
religion’s orbit, since this would automatically violate the principle
of tawhid. Therefore, observant Muslims endeavour to ensure that
all their actions are consistent and in harmony with the spirit of the
tradition. In this study, we seek to shed some light on whether and
how these common cultural components supersede the dissim-
ilarities between Islamic countries, thus reducing the cultural
distance perceived by internationalising firms and potentially
shaping the path of their foreign expansion.

2. Literature review

2.1. Cultural distance and firm internationalisation

Contrary to the predictions of certain scholars (for example,
Giddens, 2002; Levitt, 1983), rapid developments in technology
and the increased globalisation of markets and production have
not generated a universal and homogeneous ‘‘global’’ culture
(Husted, 2003; Leung, Bhagat, Buchan, Erez, & Gibson, 2005).
Instead, countries continue to differ from one another not only
linguistically and socially, but also in terms of their legal
structures, educational levels, consumer behaviour, and purchas-
ing power (Stottinger & Schlegelmilch, 1998). Together, these and
other related factors determine the perception of cultural distance
between countries and often influence the internationalisation
pattern of firms, with countries considered more similar to the
home country (in other words, those that are culturally proximate)
usually being the preferred choice of foreign market, especially
during the early stages of internationalisation, because firms
presume they have a better understanding of the ‘‘local psyche’’
and thus anticipate fewer risks and challenges (Bell, 1995, 1997;
Hitt, Franklin, & Zhu, 2006; Moen, Gavlen, & Endersen, 2004; Zhang
& Dodgson, 2007).

At times, however, a paradox may be observed, with firms
encountering more difficulties than expected in countries per-
ceived as being culturally close to their home market. O’Grady and
Lane (1996), for example, demonstrated certain erroneous
assumptions concerning the cultural proximity of Canada and
the United States. This led to managers overestimating the
similarities of the two markets and disregarding the need to
prepare for cultural differences. Similarly, Park and Ungson (1997)
found that their sample of U.S.–Japanese joint ventures lasted
longer than U.S.–U.S. joint ventures. Wang and Schaan (2008),
meanwhile, suggest that both high and low levels of cultural
distance can cause internationalising firms problems. Instead, they
suggest that the optimum target market is in fact one of median

distance. Other studies have shown that firms often target
culturally distant markets early (rather than late) in their
internationalisation process (Ojala, 2008; Ruigork & Wagner,
2003; Zou & Ghauri, 2010). Moreover, the emergence of firms that
internationalise rapidly upon inception (‘‘born globals’’), and
which tend to skip the incremental stage-defined process of
internationalisation, casts further shadow over the accuracy of
traditional internationalisation models which posit a gradual
process, both in terms of progressive resource commitment and,
more importantly from the present article’s perspective, increasing
cultural distance (Bell, McNaughton, & Young, 2003). Therefore,
the suggestion that firms initiate international expansion in
culturally close markets may not be universally generalisable.

As a result, certain scholars have placed greater emphasis on
regional, rather than global, firm expansion (Barkema & Drogen-
dijk, 2007; Rugman, 2003; Rugman & Verbeke, 2004, 2005). A close
relation is evident between cultural and geographic proximity.
Ghemawat (2001, 2011) argues that both must be considered
when discussing firm internationalisation. This may not be too
surprising since culture is, after all, rarely restricted to individual
nation states, but rather usually exists, to some degree at least, at
the regional level, thus incorporating multiple countries in close
geographic proximity. For example, we might refer to Latin
American, North African, Scandinavian, and Southeast Asian
cultures. Instead of analysing cultural distance at the national
level, then, it is argued that firms may be more concerned with
cultural distance between regions (Lado, Martinez-Ros, & Valen-
zuela, 2004). In other words, firms often adopt a regional, not
global, approach in their internationalisation (Ghemawat, 2011).
This has been shown by various studies conducted around the
world, including in the Australasian (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt,
2004), Central American (Lopez, Kundu, & Ciravegna, 2009),
Southeast Asian (Pang & Komaran, 1985; Yeung, 1999), and Baltic
(Jansson & Sandberg, 2008) regions.

In summary, cultural differences, whether between countries or
geographic regions, remain a key determinant of internationalisa-
tion patterns, as demonstrated by empirical evidence gathered
from various industrial and geographic contexts (Barkema, Bell, &
Pennings, 1996; Barkema & Drogendijk, 2007; Blomstermo,
Sharma, & Sallis, 2006; Maholtra, Sivakumar, & Zhu, 2009; Sakarya,
Eckman, & Hyllegard, 2007). Even born globals – some of which
quickly establish themselves in culturally distant foreign markets
– have been shown to generally prefer starting their journeys in
culturally similar markets before progressing to these culturally
more distant markets (Chetty & Campbell-Hunt, 2004; Freeman,
Hutchings, & Chetty, 2012; Hashai & Almor, 2004). Therefore, the
persistent impact of cultural distance on the internationalisation
‘‘route’’ of firms cannot be denied. In spite of advanced information
and communication technologies, which have exposed us more
than ever to different people in distant regions of the world,
distinctions along cultural lines continue to strongly influence the
choice of foreign markets by internationalising firms.

2.2. Islam’s role in bridging cultural distance

In order to fully understand the Islamic Weltanschauung, we
must return to a concept introduced earlier, tawhid, which is
usually translated as ‘‘oneness’’ or ‘‘unity’’. This notion of unity lies
at the very heart of Islamic life and thought. In fact, the first part of
Islam’s testimony of faith (the shahadah) affirms the Oneness of
God: ‘‘(there is) no divinity but the sole Divinity’’2 (la ilaha illa

‘Llah), which in its most profound sense means that there is no
reality save the Absolute Reality and that, consequently, all other
‘‘realities’’ are merely relative and transitory (Nasr, 1993; Schuon,
1998). However, the applicability of this concept is not strictly
limited to God, even if Divine ‘‘unicity’’ is its most fundamental
assertion. Rather, for Muslims, the Oneness of God implies also the
unity, inter-relatedness, and interdependence of all existence,
including mankind (Moris, 2003; Moten, 2005), since, for them,
God’s creation must reflect His Qualities.

At the same time, a particularly strong bond exists between
devout Muslims. Tawhid applies also to their lives as social beings,
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with their fundamental aim and constant desire being to unite as a
community (Moten, 2005). This is underlined by the term used
throughout the Islamic world to describe this ‘‘commonwealth of
Muslims’’: the ummah.3 The symbolism of this term should not go
unnoticed, with the word ummah rooted in the word umm,
meaning ‘‘mother’’ in Arabic. This suggests that Muslims should
treat one another as if born from the same mother (Safi, 2010). In
keeping with the Qur’anic dictum that ‘‘The believers are naught
else than brothers’’ (49:10), it is not uncommon in Arabic-speaking
countries for Muslim men to address one another as akh (brother)
or akhi (my brother). Even Muslims living as minorities outside the
Muslim world and who identify strongly with their country of
residence or citizenship often categorise themselves as belonging
to a larger group; for example, those in Europe or North America
might characterise themselves as ‘‘Muslims living in the West’’
(Schotter & Abdelzaher, 2013).

A number of factors account for, and continually reinforce, the
unity of the ummah, of which three are particularly significant. The
first and most important of these is the Qur’an (‘‘The Recitation’’,
Islam’s sacred scripture) itself, which is universally identical in its
original Arabic script,4 thus conveying the same overarching
message for all its readers (Nasr, 2002). Muslims consider the
Qur’an to be nothing less than the verbatim Word of God revealed
gradually unto the Prophet Muhammad over a period of 23 years
via the archangel of revelation, Gabriel, as a complete and final
reminder for humanity of the Divine Reality. Everything in Islamic
life, from metaphysics to law and ethics to the Islamic worldview
itself, is based upon the Qur’an.

The second unifying factor is the deeds (Sunnah) and sayings
(Hadith) of one man, the Prophet Muhammad, a figure held in the
greatest esteem by all Muslims, both Sunni and Shi’a alike. From
his actions as the political leader of his community all the way
down to the manner in which he cut his fingernails, his life is not
only known in remarkable detail in Islamic societies, it also
represents the paragon of excellence for Muslims the world over
who aspire to a greater or lesser degree to emulate the man
described in the Qur’an as a ‘‘fine exemplar’’ (33:21). Muslims
regard him as the personification of God’s message to humanity.

Thirdly, Muslims are bound by the ubiquitous rites of the
religion, which comprise its testimony of faith (the aforemen-
tioned shahadah, conveyed in Arabic), the five daily prayers in the
direction of Mecca (consisting of the same bodily movements and
the recitation, again in Arabic, of Qur’anic verses), the fast (sawm)
of the lunar month of Ramadhan, almsgiving (zakat), and the Hajj

pilgrimage to Mecca. The lives of all Muslims – Arab and non-Arab,
rich and poor – are punctuated by, and structured according to,
these rites.

Of course, achieving unity and oneness among the ummah is
made more challenging by the existence of multiple cultures
within the Islamic world. However, far from being opposed to
Islamic principles, this diversity is celebrated and deemed both a
gift and a challenge to mankind. There are important reminders,
both in the Qur’an (see, for example, verses 5:48, 22:34, 22:67, and
49:13), and elsewhere, that the diversity of human beings is
nothing less than an expression of Divine Wisdom (Geoffroy,
3 Although the term ummah is also sometimes used to describe the global

‘‘community’’ of human beings generally, it is typically used today as a reference for

the Islamic community specifically, which is also how it is used in the present

article.
4 It should be noted that translations of the Qur’an (of which there are obviously

many) are specifically that: mere translations. For Muslims, only the Qur’an in its

original Arabic script can realistically be called ‘‘the Qur’an’’. This is because the

form of Arabic used throughout the scripture is hugely significant and is held in

such high regard that it is considered by Muslims to be miraculous in its own right.

As with any kind of translation, translations of the Qur’an are simply incapable of

completely capturing or replicating the depth and inner meanings of the original

text.
2010). In a sense, the unity of Muslims, and indeed all human
beings, depends on their diversity – after all, unity does not imply
uniformity but is its antithesis, since for any kind of unity to exist,
there must, by definition, be a degree of diversity or multiplicity.
Repeated references to the ‘‘Islamic’’ or ‘‘Muslim world’’, although
understandable and appropriate in some ways, often depict Islam
as a monolith. This does not do full justice to the rich variety of the
followers of this 1400-year-old tradition. It should not be forgotten
that the ‘‘Abode of Islam’’ (dar al-islam) stretches from the Atlantic
to the Pacific Oceans, enveloping over a billion people of different
colours, cultures, histories, socio-economic status, and languages.

In spite of this cultural mix, Islamic civilization remains
governed by a Divine Norm, with the doctrine of tawhid very
much at its core. Such a profound principle naturally has a
significant impact on the worldview of a people, and thus their
deepest beliefs. According to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, a notable
scholar of Islamic studies whose work we have already cited here
on several occasions, ‘‘culture’’, as popularly understood, is a
relatively new word in Islam, popularised by its encounter with
Western civilization. As such, Muslim understanding of the term is
shaped by Western language and interpretation. Nasr argues that if
we define culture in such a way as to embrace spiritual and
intellectual elements, then it is possible to conceive of ‘‘one Islamic

culture and many different colours, zones and variations. . .’’ (1981,
p. 39; emphasis added). In this study, we seek to better understand
whether this emphasis on tawhid and unity has any significance for
the internationalisation patterns of Muslim-led firms.

3. Method

This study is exploratory in nature and thus a qualitative,
multiple-case study approach was deemed most suitable given its
strength in generating novel insights into a particular issue
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Ghauri, 2004; Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki,
& Paavilainen-Mantymaki, 2011; Yin, 2009). Despite the dominance
of quantitative research methods in the field of international
business (IB) research, a number of prominent IB scholars have, in
recent years, begun championing the merits of qualitative, case-
based research when investigating contextual, emergent phenome-
na (Birkinshaw, Brannen, & Tung, 2011; Doz, 2011; Ghauri, 2004).
We believe that the objective of the present article bodes well with
this approach. Our purpose, more specifically, is to examine whether
and how a common affiliation to Islam among countries shapes the
internationalisation course of firms led by devout Muslims.

Very few studies have considered the possibility that common
religious affinity could mediate perceived cultural distance in the
same way that, say, common historical ties can (Makino & Tsang,
2011). In the case of Islam, the potential mediating mechanism can
be attributed to an identical set of ethical guidance sources
(principally the Qur’an, but also the Sunnah and Hadiths of the
Prophet, and the Shari’ah, Islam’s Sacred Law). Given Islam’s
relation to all aspects of its followers’ lives, the ethical standards
derived from these sources have significant implications for the
conduct of business and trade activities among observant Muslims
(see, for example, Abeng, 1997; Beekun, 1997).

In terms of sampling, a theoretical approach was favoured
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990), with the cases limited to those which had
already initiated their international expansion. In order to ensure a
suitable sample was selected for investigation, we visited the
Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers (FMM) at their Northern
Malaysia branch to discuss the research topic and to seek expert
recommendation on suitable companies for investigation. With
the FMM’s advice, the sample was limited to the electrical and
electronics (E&E) sector in Malaysia, with all cases being Malay-
majority small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) based in the
northern state of Kedah. The reasoning behind the selection of this
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particular population is as follows. First, the E&E industry in
Malaysia is the largest contributor to the country’s manufacturing
exports (Malaysian Department of Statistics, 2011). Moreover, this
industry was considered relatively ‘‘culture-neutral’’. That is,
demand for its products is not necessarily determined by cultural
values as in the case of, say, the food and beverage (F&B) industry.
Had the F&B industry been selected, we would not have been able
to study cultural distance in isolation, given Muslim consumers’
general preference for halal (permissible) food products. The
likelihood of F&B firms targeting markets within the Islamic world
would obviously have been quite high.

Secondly, SMEs – defined in Malaysia as firms that employ up to
150 full-time workers (Shah Alam & Ahsan, 2007) – were preferred
because their workforce tends to be less ethnically varied than
larger firms in Malaysia. It is common in Malaysia for larger firms
to have more employees from different racial backgrounds than
smaller firms, which tend to be less ethnically diverse in their staff
profiles. Studying larger firms would have obscured our efforts to
understand whether cultural distance between countries may be
narrower owing to the impact of the Islamic faith, since many of
their employees would not have been Muslims. Thirdly, Malay-
majority firms were chosen because ‘‘Malay’’ in Malaysia is largely
synonymous with ‘‘Muslim’’. Although Malaysia is a multi-cultural
society in which non-Muslims constitute almost 40 percent of the
population, our study is concerned with cultural proximity
between Muslims in different countries, and thus it was necessary
to narrow the source of data to Muslim-majority firms.

Data were obtained primarily via face-to-face, semi-structured
interviews with senior executives who were involved in interna-
tional operations in each firm. Interviewing competent informants
who are familiar with the subject being investigated is a central
component of exploratory research (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornbill,
2007). In the three larger firms (those with more than 50 full-time
employees), interviews were also conducted with additional senior
managers. Due to their larger size, decisions regarding interna-
tional operations are often made on a group basis, and so we felt it
was necessary to verify the responses with other managers
involved in the decision-making process. As English is widely
spoken within the Malaysian business community, all respondents
agreed to be interviewed in English.

Prior to data collection, an interview guide was formulated,
consisting of key points which were to be raised during each
interview. An interview guide not only helps the researcher
direct the conversation, it also serves as a checklist to ensure that
all the intended topic areas are covered during the interview
(Daniels & Cannice, 2004). In the present study, respondents
were asked to describe the types of problems they encountered
when seeking to internationalise, the differences they noticed
and experienced when seeking to penetrate Islamic and non-
Islamic markets, and whether and how cultural distance between
otherwise-dissimilar countries was shortened by virtue of their
mutual affiliation with Islam. At the same time, a flexible
approach was adopted such that respondents were encouraged
to speak freely on the topic. Open-ended questions allowed
respondents the freedom to express their opinions. Furthermore,
each respondent was also asked to share experiences and stories
related to the research topic.

Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and were
conducted in each respondent’s office. An emphasis was placed
on ensuring the interviewees were comfortable to discuss freely on
the topic in a flexible manner (Yin, 2009). All interviews were tape-
recorded with the consent of the participants and were later
transcribed in order to gain a clearer picture of the contents before
analysis. Additional information was obtained from company
documentation, web sources, and observations. Following each
interview, we wrote down notes and recollections describing the
people, conversations, observations, and our general impressions –
a process that also served as the initial stage in the analysis
(Daniels & Cannice, 2004).

To support the interview data, each respondent was asked to
complete a short questionnaire to assess the degree of their
religiosity. Religiosity refers to ‘‘a sub-category of human values
[relating] specifically to a person’s relationship with a supreme
being and how an individual expresses that relationship in society’’
(McDaniel & Burnett, 1990, p. 101). Although some scholars have
included only a single-factor ‘‘cognitive’’ measurement to capture
the concept of religiosity (for example, Peterson, Albaum,
Merunka, Munuera, & Smith, 2010), we felt this would not fully
suffice, since it is possible that, while one may accept the basic
creed of a religion (in Islam’s case, the Oneness of God and the
finality of Muhammad’s prophethood), they may not actually align
their general behaviour with the wider moral principles outlined in
the tradition. Therefore, in order to assess the respondents’
religiosity, the questionnaire also incorporated behavioural
aspects of religiosity, such as frequency of mosque attendance
and monetary charity devoted to religious organisations (McDaniel
& Burnett, 1990; Vitell, Paolillo, & Singh, 2005).

The limited number of interviews and the narrow geographi-
cal range of the cases confines our study to an exploratory nature,
while also restricting our ability to generalise the findings to the
rest of the Malay-majority E&E population. However, interview-
based studies involving a small number of respondents are
becoming more common in social science research (Crouch &
McKenzie, 2006). Scholars increasingly recognise the ability of
in-depth interviews to ‘‘generate data which give an authentic
insight into people’s experiences’’ (Silverman, 2011, p. 169).
Moreover, given the exploratory nature of the study, we were
primarily concerned with discovering new relationships or
situations not discussed in great depth in extant literature. With
this in mind, the use of in-depth interviews with a relatively
small number of people was considered appropriate for this
research (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006; Zikmund, Babin, Carr, &
Griffin, 2013).

3.1. The six cases

Biru5 (Malay for ‘‘blue’’) is based in the city of Sungai Petani,
where it develops digital clocks for personal and company use.
Following its establishment in 2007, it initially limited its sales to
the local market but has recently begun expanding overseas, and
now exports, via local distributors, to Thailand (its first foreign
market), the UK, Australia, and Singapore. All 20 of its full-time
employees are Malay Muslims. In January 2012, we interviewed
the firm’s owner, ‘‘Halim’’,6 who not only designs the products, but
is also responsible for marketing them both locally and interna-
tionally. An engineering graduate from a Japanese university, he is
fluent in Malay, English, and Japanese. He is also a practicing
Muslim, as indicated by his responses in the questionnaire and by
the presence of Qur’anic calligraphy and other ‘‘Islamically-
themed’’ decorative ornaments in his office.

Hijau (Malay for ‘‘green’’), established in the late 1990s, is also
based in Sungai Petani. All 130 of its employees are Malay Muslims.
Their primary activity involves developing electrical equipment
and components. Like Biru, Hijau also focused initially on the
Malaysian market before shifting its attention to the international
arena. It now exports to 15 countries (mostly in the Islamic world)
and has plans to increase this number in the near future. Our
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respondents from Hijau included the company’s founder/CEO and
the Manager for International Trade. The former, ‘‘Azlan’’, holds a
degree in business studies from the UK, while the latter, ‘‘Zaleha’’,
gained her degree in Malaysia and also holds a postgraduate
diploma from a UK university. Despite the firm’s size and the
appointment of Zaleha as the Manager for International Trade, all
major international decisions are taken by Azlan.

Kelabu (Malay for ‘‘grey’’) was established in 2009 and is based
in Alor Setar, Kedah’s state capital and largest city. Their main
activities revolve around the development of educational and hotel
management software. Initially focusing on the Malaysian market,
the company now exports its products to Turkey and Thailand, and
is close to penetrating the Cambodian market as well. All 15 of its
employees are Muslim, many of whom have been recruited from
two nearby educational institutions with an explicit Islamic ethos:
Albukhary International University and Insaniah University
College. The firm’s founder and CEO, ‘‘Zuhri’’, has undergraduate
and postgraduate degrees from the UK and is fluent in both Malay
and English. Zuhri is a devout Muslim, as his responses in the
questionnaire revealed. He also works closely with the aforemen-
tioned Islamic educational establishments, and involves himself in
various Islamic charitable causes. He was interviewed in his office
in January 2012.

Kuning (Malay for ‘‘yellow’’) was established in the early 2000s
and is based in the town of Jitra, in the far north of Kedah. All 70 of
its staff members are Malay Muslims. The firm develops electronic
ballasts, fluorescent ballasts, and photo electronic control units.
After establishing itself in the Malaysian market, it recently began
expanding to international markets, starting with Indonesia and
then Qatar. Company decisions on foreign expansion are only
made on a three-year basis, and thus future export markets have
not yet been identified. In January 2012, we interviewed the Senior
Executive for Marketing Research and Planning (‘‘Atiqah’’) and the
Design Engineer (‘‘Johan’’) in their offices. Both respondents are
graduates of local universities and have been with the firm for over
five years. According to their responses in the questionnaire, they
are also observant Muslims – in Atiqah’s case, this is also evident in
her attire (she dresses modestly and covers her hair with a hijab or
headscarf).

Merah (Malay for ‘‘red’’) has been based in the town of Lunas
in western Kedah since its inception in the early 2000s. Like Biru,
the company develops digital clocks. At the same time, though, it
also produces digital countdown displays for ceremonies and
other major events. After gaining a foothold in the domestic
market, Merah now exports to Brunei and also operates a joint
venture in Indonesia. Moreover, it is on the verge of penetrating
the UAE market and also sees China as an important future
export destination. All of the firm’s 30 employees are Malay
Muslims. In January 2012, we interviewed the Manager for
Operations, ‘‘Maryam’’. A graduate from a British university,
Maryam speaks both Malay and English. She is also a practicing
Muslim, according to her responses in the questionnaire. She
also dresses modestly, including a hijab, and decorates her office
with Islamic art.

Putih (Malay for ‘‘white’’) produces a range of electrical
devices related to precision metal fabrication. Established in the
early 1990s in Sungai Petani, the firm is involved with joint
ventures in both Indonesia and Bahrain, with further expansion
into the UAE, Iran, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan expected in the
near future. Of their 57 full-time employees, 54 are Malay
Muslims. In December 2011, we interviewed ‘‘Iskandar’’, the
company’s founder and Managing Director, and ‘‘Zainal’’, the
Marketing Manager. Fluent in Malay and English, both Iskandar
and Zainal are graduates from a local university. They are also
practicing Muslims, as indicated by their responses in the
questionnaire.
4. Findings

4.1. Internationalisation paths

Biru: According to Halim (Biru’s owner), cultural differences
between countries constitute a major challenge to his firm’s
internationalisation. The clocks’ displays and instruction manuals
have to be adapted to local languages and alphabets. Surprisingly,
though, as noted above, Biru’s international expansion began in
Thailand, which of course has a distinctive alphabetical system as
well as a unique calendar. Nevertheless, Thailand’s proximity to
Malaysia, and particularly the northern state of Kedah, makes it a
sensible choice from a logistics perspective. From Halim’s office,
the Thai border is just over an hour’s drive away. This is consistent
with the argument that geographical proximity is a key factor in
foreign market entry decisions (Ghemawat, 2011; Krugman, 1991).
From the point of view of the present study, what is particularly
significant is that southern Thailand is also home to a large Muslim
population. Halim argued that these two factors (geographic
proximity and common religious ground) were central to his
decision to enter Thailand before other foreign markets. Regarding
the second factor, Halim emphasised the importance of religion as
a facilitating force:

It helps when you share the same religious beliefs as the people
you negotiate with. In Islam, there’s a strong emphasis on
brotherhood, and it somehow makes it easier to talk openly and
frankly about your concerns and expectations. This makes
negotiations much less complex. If both parties practice the
same religion, you get more of a connection. This makes it a
much easier process. Of course, I’m talking about practicing or
devout Muslims, not non-practicing Muslims.

Halim revealed that the cultural differences between Thailand
and Malaysia have presented a number of challenges, not the least
of which involves the resetting of the clocks’ calendars and the
language used in the instruction manuals. However, he insists that
these can be relatively easily overcome with the assistance of
translators and technicians. The real challenge, he argued, was in
identifying and working with local distributors who shared a
similar work ethic and values. He felt more comfortable when
dealing with fellow Muslims, at least to begin with. On the back of
their successful penetration of the Thai market, Biru has since
entered the UK, Australian, and Singaporean markets. Again, none
of these countries has Muslim-majority populations, so we asked
Halim for the reasons behind his decision to expand into these
particular markets, rather than, say, the Middle East or Indonesia.
He explained that:

Our experience in Thailand gave us confidence that we could do
business internationally. But since our guys in Thailand were
Muslim, when we decided to look for other markets, we wanted
to continue our policy of working with local Muslim
distributors. So, although we export to non-Muslim countries,
the people we actually work with – the distributors, agents, and
so on – are still Muslims. It’s not that we have anything against
non-Muslims; it’s just that we’re more familiar with people
who share the same religious beliefs as ourselves. The religion
cuts right through linguistic, social or racial differences.
England, Australia and Singapore have fairly large Muslim
populations, so it wasn’t too difficult identifying anyone.

Hijau: Cultural differences are an important factor for Hijau

when it comes to internationalisation. In particular, the language
differences and communication barriers have created some degree
of friction between the firm and its foreign partners and customers.
Their main internationalisation challenge involves gaining suffi-
cient financial and human resources. According to Azlan (Hijau’s
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founder and CEO), the firm’s products serve a fairly universal need,
and he explained that he is flexible when dealing with customers
and distributors overseas:

In my line of business, demand comes from everywhere. My
focus is to look for potential customers, regardless of their
nationality or culture. . .I’ve been travelling the world ever since
I graduated, and I believe you have to adapt to different
countries – ‘‘when in Rome. . .’’, as they say. . .Ultimately, you
have to trade with everyone, not just other Muslims, otherwise
you’re just limiting yourself to a fifth of the world’s population.

Despite this, however, a significant proportion of Hijau’s export
markets were Islamic countries such as Indonesia and various
Middle Eastern states. Nevertheless, Azlan argued that these
markets were not targeted on the basis of their populations’
religion:

It’s just a coincidence really [that many of the export markets
are Islamic countries]. In Indonesia, we just happen to have a
contact there who helped steer us in the right direction. We
targeted the Middle East mainly on the basis of the potential
demand there. . .Whenever I’m involved in a negotiation,
religion never really comes up, at least not at a conscious
level. Nobody asks if this is an ‘‘Islamic product’’ or whatever.
Don’t forget, we’re also beginning to do a lot of business with
non-Muslims, in places like Latin America and southern Africa,
so we don’t limit ourselves to Islamic countries.

However, Azlan did confess that in certain Muslim countries,
being a fellow Muslim can help during the initial ice-breaking
period of negotiations, even if the effect is unlikely to have any
major implications for the actual business negotiations:When
dealing with other Muslims, you do feel a sense of brotherhood.
You salam [the traditional greeting of peace as practiced in most
Muslim societies] and everything. . .so you do get a reception as
though you are in a family. But that doesn’t necessarily make
negotiations in business any easier, since it’s the product or service
you offer that speaks loudest. . .For example, when I went to
Pakistan, I was invited to a client’s house to have some coffee and a
meal, so I thought everything was going pretty smoothly. But when
it came to actual negotiations, it was just as tough as any
experience I’ve had when dealing with non-Muslims.

Kelabu: Zuhri, founder and CEO of Kelabu, explained that
cultural differences between countries were a major source of
difficulty for his firm’s international expansion. Different lan-
guages, work ethics, values, and so on make the task of conducting
international business much more complex than domestic
business, he argued. For this reason, the firm chose to begin its
international journey in an Islamic country. Although Turkish
culture may appear to be somewhat dissimilar to Malay culture in
many ways, the renewed emphasis on Islamic values among
segments of the Turkish population made the country seem less
alien, as Zuhri explains:

Turkey’s culture is quite unique in many ways, being neither
European nor Asian. But there’s been something of an Islamic
resurgence in recent years thanks to a number of prominent
thinkers and politicians. They’re trying to reverse the secular,
military mindset of the people. . .and so there’s greater
appreciation for their Islamic tradition and identity, and a lot
of people are ‘‘looking East’’, or, to be more precise, to fellow
Islamic countries, for trade and investment. . .so, being a
company made up of practicing Muslims, Turkey seemed an
exciting and suitable place to go, even though we don’t speak
the same language and all that.

Given such comments, it was surprising that the company’s
next port of call was Thailand, while they are also close to
penetrating Cambodia, both non-Muslim countries. Nevertheless,
Cambodia and southern Thailand offer logistical benefits to firms
in the area due to their relative proximity to northern Malaysia –
an important factor in foreign market entry decisions (Ghemawat,
2011). More significantly for the present study, though, is the
strong Muslim community in the region. Zuhri offers a similar
argument to that reported by Halim (Biru’s owner) earlier:

Thailand may not be an Islamic country, but the southern region
has a fairly large Muslim population, so we work with
distributors and agents over there. We’re also starting to work
with [university] campuses in Cambodia. Cambodia also has a
relatively strong Muslim minority, so we’re working with some
people from that community who are helping us get started in
their country.

In sum, Zuhri is adamant that, while cultural differences are an
important obstacle to successful internationalisation, they can
usually be overcome by a common allegiance to Islam. In his
words, ‘‘bridging the cultural gap in international business is very
important, it’s imperative. Islam undoubtedly helps in this regard’’.

Kuning: According to Atiqah, Senior Executive for Marketing
Research and Planning, cultural differences are a key challenge to
the company’s internationalisation, particularly when it comes to
meeting with clients and distributors. This, she says, is one of the
main reasons the firm initiated international expansion in
Indonesia and Qatar: ‘‘Of course cultural differences pose a
problem when we’re talking about international growth. That’s
why we choose our markets carefully. Indonesia and Qatar are both
Muslim countries, so we expected to encounter fewer problems’’.
Atiqah went on to describe a real-life incident in which cultural
differences in a non-Muslim country made doing business there a
particular challenge, especially when compared to their experience
in Qatar:

I was involved in negotiations in Korea and Qatar. In Qatar, we
could associate more with their representatives – they shared
our commitment to halal food, they would take us to the
mosque, and so on. In Korea, their idea of hospitality was to
bring our group to a karaoke bar, where they would also
continue to discuss business on a less formal, but still
important, basis. I didn’t really feel comfortable being there,
particularly as a Muslim woman, and I think that affected our
relationship. I guess you could say that indirectly it also affected
our efforts to enter the country.

Since the incident in Korea, the firm is hesitant about entering
non-Muslim markets, as Atiqah notes: ‘‘It was an eye-opener for us.
It really underlined the impact of cultural differences in business,
and I think we’ll give it some time before we go for a non-Islamic
market again’’.

Merah: Maryam, Merah’s Manager for Operations, felt that
cultural differences between countries also play an important role
in her firm’s choice of foreign markets, particularly when it comes
to linguistic barriers. Although they recognise China as a key future
export market, they currently focus on Islamic countries. As
Maryam explains:

Leaving aside the question of religion, Brunei and Indonesia are
culturally similar to Malaysia, what with our similar languages
and traditions. But the UAE is a different ball-game. Our
customs are different, our languages are different. . .but we
recognise the importance of religion, and Islam in particular, in
bridging these gaps. . .and so we felt our first ‘‘big move’’ outside
of Southeast Asia should be to a Muslim country, as we felt there
would be better understanding between the relevant parties.

Merah’s internationalisation pattern is heavily influenced by
Islamic ties between countries.
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Putih: Iskandar, Putih’s founder and Managing Director, argues
that cultural differences are a ‘‘very significant’’ obstacle to his
firm’s internationalisation. Different people, he notes, have
different approaches to work, which, together with differences
in language, bureaucratic processes, customs, and so on, makes
working across cultures problematic. Nevertheless, he adds that
doing business in Islamic countries often differs from doing
business in non-Islamic countries:

There’s a marked difference between working in Muslim
countries and countries outside the Islamic world. For example,
the Bahrainis have a soft spot when dealing with fellow Muslim
counterparts. The people there often like doing business with us
Malaysians.

He further explained that the feeling is somewhat mutual: ‘‘For
us, the sentiment of entering countries in the Islamic world is
greater than the sentiment of going into countries with non-
Islamic backgrounds’’.

In sum, all firms agreed that cultural differences between
countries represent a source of friction in their internationalisation
process. Kuning has been particularly affected by cultural
differences. Atiqah’s account of her experience in Korea demon-
strates clearly the profound impact that cultural differences
between countries can have on firm internationalisation. As she
recalls, her Korean hosts, perhaps in an effort to enhance the
social relations between the parties, felt a trip to a karaoke bar
would go down well with their guests. However, by failing to
consider that conservative Malay Muslim women may be
uncomfortable in such settings, this ended up having quite the
opposite effect.

Differences in languages (Biru, Hijau, Kelabu, Merah, Putih),
values (Kelabu, Kuning), and approaches to work and business
activities (Kelabu, Putih) have underlined to each firm the
complexity of international business vis-à-vis domestic business.
In light of these factors – particularly the latter two – many of the
firms have initiated their internationalisation paths in Islamic
markets, or in markets with significant Muslim populations.
Interestingly, it will be recalled that in various cases, these markets
include a number of countries which are apparently culturally
distant from Malaysia, such as Turkey (which belongs to a different
Islamic ‘‘zone’’, as discussed earlier), the UK, and Australia. It is
important, therefore, to better understand why and how these
firms have overcome these cultural differences.

4.2. Islam’s role in bridging cultural distance

Earlier we made reference to the concept of the ummah,
highlighting that a particularly strong bond exists among
practicing Muslims around the world. The cases here suggest that
this emphasis on Muslim unity can have important implications
for the internationalisation of Muslim-majority firms. Firstly, it
should be noted that, with the exception of Biru, all the firms have
penetrated other Muslim countries early in their international
journeys. Interestingly, this includes Islamic countries outside the
‘‘Malay’’ Islamic zone, such as those in the ‘‘Arabic’’ and ‘‘Turkish’’
zones. Moreover, as was noted above, Biru’s experience is, in fact,
somewhat misleading, since their distributors and agents in
Thailand, the UK, and Australia are actually predominantly Muslim
as well, and thus there is still a strong element of ‘‘intra-religious’’
internationalisation even here.

All the six companies were unanimous in their belief that
Islamic ties between countries help to bridge the cultural
differences that exist between them. The concept of Muslim unity
is often summed up by the term ‘‘brotherhood’’, given its familial
connotation, and some of the respondents here (for example,
Halim and Azlan) used the same term when asked about
internationalising to Muslim countries, as demonstrated in their
remarks above.

Furthermore, Iskandar of Putih described feeling a greater
degree of ‘‘sentiment’’ when doing business in Muslim countries.
The idea of a united, global Muslim ummah is not merely a utopic
ideal that bears no resemblance to reality, but rather one that is
reflected to a certain extent in how Muslims relate to one another
around the world. This is not to say that all Muslims feel an equal
sense of ‘‘brotherly connection’’ to one another (recent events in
the Arab world and beyond speak for themselves), but there does
appear to be at least some degree of unity and association – enough,
it seems, to have some effect on firm internationalisation. Kelabu,
for instance, decided to begin its international expansion in Turkey,
a country which, being from a different Islamic ‘‘zone’’, is
geographically and linguistically far removed from Malaysia.
Moreover, the countries are dissimilar even in terms of Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions (for example, Malaysians are characterised by
a high degree of power distance and a low degree of uncertainty
avoidance, with Turks displaying the opposite values for each
dimension7). Therefore, from a cultural perspective, Turkey would
seem an unlikely place for a small Malaysian company like Kelabu

to initiate international business activities. The company’s
respondent (Zuhri) argued that these differences are moderated
by the common allegiance to Islam between Malaysia and Turkey.
Although a secular state, Zuhri explained that interest in, and
appreciation for, its Islamic heritage is starting to reemerge in
Turkey, and there is a desire among many businessmen and
women there to work more closely with other Muslim-majority
nations.

In addition to the ideal of brotherhood among Muslims, Islam
also appears able to bridge cultural distance by its underlying set of
values. In spite of the linguistic, ethnic, political, and social
differences across the Islamic world, there is a common set of
dietary requirements, prayer routines, and other factors that work
to bind Muslims from different cultural backgrounds. The
experience of Kuning’s respondent (Atiqah) in South Korea and
Qatar demonstrates this. In South Korea, it may be acceptable to
some for male and female business colleagues or partners to
socialise and sing with one another in a karaoke bar, but for many
conservative Muslims, such activities are generally discouraged.
Unfortunately, this soured the relationship between Kuning and its
South Korean partners to such an extent that Atiqah places a large
proportion of the blame for the failure to penetrate the South
Korean market on cultural differences, with the karaoke incident
symbolising this chasm. By contrast, a mutual adherence to Islam
between Kuning and its Qatari partners meant there was a common
set of Islamic values of which both parties were aware and to which
both were committed. More specifically, the Qataris, despite
coming from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, shared
the same devotion to their religion, and thus recognised the
insistence among Kuning’s Malay Muslim delegation for halal food
and, rather than bringing them to a karaoke bar, chose instead to
introduce them to some of the country’s more famous mosques.

Perhaps the only minor exception to this pattern was the case of
Hijau, which, despite having penetrated a number of Islamic
markets, was not really influenced by religious ties, according to its
founder/CEO (Azlan), who insisted that common religious affilia-
tion has little, if any, impact on international business activities.
Two factors may contribute to his position on the matter. Firstly,
Hijau is the largest of the case firms which participated in the
present study. With 130 full-time employees, it is almost twice the
size of the second largest firm (Kuning, with 70 employees). With
more resources and expertise upon which to draw, it is possible
that Hijau is better equipped to cope with cultural differences,

http://geert-hofstede.com/
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particularly since firm size is recognised as an influencing factor in
firm internationalisation (Lu & Beamish, 2001). Secondly, it should
be noted that Azlan was the only participant who did not consider
himself to be particularly religious, as indicated by his responses in
the questionnaire. This suggests that religion may occupy a less
central place in his day-to-day life, at least compared to the other
participants in the study. As such, his actions may not all be
primarily driven by religious ideals, meaning certain of his values
and customs may be of a more ‘‘secular’’ nature. Therefore, his
approach to certain aspects of life and work may have more in
common with some non-Muslims than other Muslims.

5. Discussion

With Islam’s emphasis on unity in all facets of life, it is not
surprising that, despite coming from various cultural backgrounds,
Muslims the world over share not only the same basic Islamic
beliefs (in the Oneness of God, the Qur’anic revelation, and so on),
but also similar customs, such as dietary laws and greeting
formulae. In spite of the vast differences in culture between the
various Islamic countries, there exists an underlying bond that
unites Muslims wherever they may be. With this in mind, the
present study sought to investigate whether a common adherence
to Islam might affect the internationalisation pattern of firms. In
other words, we wanted to know whether a mutual affiliation with
the Islamic tradition might override other general cultural
differences between countries (for example, in terms of language,
historical ties, and so on), thus leading to greater ‘‘intra-Islamic’’
internationalisation.

The case studies presented here offer some support for the idea
that a common association with Islam does indeed have an impact
on the routes favoured by internationalising firms. Most of the
participants in the study agreed that doing business with fellow
Muslims, even if they do not share similar cultural backgrounds,
was easier than doing business with non-Muslims – a key factor in
explaining why many of the firms had penetrated Islamic markets
that are fairly distant from a cultural perspective. For example,
rather than working to fully establish itself in the local Southeast
Asian market, Kelabu’s first foreign venture was in Turkey, a
country with a different linguistic background and whose people,
as we highlighted earlier, differ along Hofstede’s cultural dimen-
sions. As we noted, the Islamic tradition, shared by both Malaysia
and Turkey, was cited as being the key factor in Kelabu’s decision to
enter that market. Even those firms that entered non-Islamic
markets like Thailand and Cambodia early in their international
growth had specifically targeted Muslim partners and customers
based there. Moreover, most of the respondents reported receiving
a relatively positive reception when dealing with Muslim clients
and partners overseas. Feelings of ‘‘brotherhood’’ and ‘‘sentiment’’
were also frequently reported during the interviews.

Whether similar patterns might be observed in other religious
contexts is difficult to say. Although it is possible that other
religions may have some effect on firm internationalisation
patterns, we believe that it is unlikely to be as prominent as in
the Islamic context. This is not to say that other religious traditions
play a less significant role in the lives of their followers – far from it
– but rather that the Islamic emphasis on, and manifestation of,
unity is quite unique in both its form and degree.

At this juncture, one may be tempted to ask whether the
inclination of Muslim firms to opt for Islamic foreign markets,
while generating greater ‘‘intra-religious’’ trade, might conse-
quently limit their response to opportunities outside the Muslim
world. Traditionally, ‘‘inter-religious trade’’ was common practice
among Muslims (Fleet, 2004), but the accounts of some of the
firms here paint a slightly different picture, with an apparent
preference to specifically target fellow Muslim clients and agents
overseas. As Azlan – Hijau’s founder/CEO and the only respondent
not to fall into this category – noted above, there is a danger of
‘‘limiting yourself to a fifth of the world’s population’’. However,
the present article is primarily concerned with the foreign
markets targeted during the earlier stages of internationalisation.
It is very possible that, over time and with the gradual acquisition
of more experiential knowledge, Muslim-majority firms, includ-
ing the case firms presented here, may perceive fewer risks and
challenges in non-Muslim markets.

Furthermore, there may be a price to pay in over-emphasising
sentiment and brotherhood among Muslims. After all, one of the
key objectives of internationalisation is to enhance profits, and
this usually necessitates (or at least correlates with) a degree of
self-interest. Allowing for sentiment to creep into and influence
the process of internationalisation could restrict the ability of
firms to maximise their profits.

A word must also be said about divergence and disunity within
the Islamic world and its possible impact on firm internationalisa-
tion. Over time, the unity of the ummah has become weakened by
the rise of religious fanaticism according to alien models as well as
the impact of various ethnic, sectarian, and personal factors,
especially during modern times (Nasr, 1995, 2002). In particular,
one must mention the schism that has existed between Islam’s two
major denominations, Sunnism and Shi’ism, ever since the death of
the Prophet (when the two sides disputed over who should
succeed him – not in his prophetic capacity, but rather as the ruler
of the newly-established Islamic community). Far from abating in
recent times, this schism has (in combination with various other
factors of course) resulted in sectarian violence in places like
Pakistan, Iraq, and Yemen. With such divisions and animosity, the
process of firm internationalisation between Sunni Muslim nations
and those with Shi’a Muslim majorities may be severely restrained.
Having said that, however, one of the case firms here (Putih) denied
any problems in dealing with people in Iran, a predominantly Shi’a
country. In fact, the firm’s respondent claimed to have been
warmly welcomed there.

Finally, we wish to highlight two emerging themes arising from
our study that we found particularly interesting and that may offer
some important implications for researchers and practitioners, but
that require further investigation in order to establish their
validity. The first concerns the importance of religiosity, and not
just religion. Not all Muslims are equally pious. While many
commit themselves to the religion’s tenets, including prayer,
fasting, charity, and so on, others may only be nominally Muslim,
while many may also fall somewhere in between. In this study, the
majority of respondents considered themselves to be religious, in
the sense that they adhered to the day-to-day rules laid down by
Islam. As noted previously, one respondent did not consider
himself to be particularly religious and, perhaps because of this, did
not regard mutual religious affiliation to be of any importance in
internationalisation. Future studies could possibly attempt to
expound further on the importance of religiosity in determining
internationalisation routes.

Secondly, it is interesting to note that non-Muslim-majority
markets may be targeted on the basis of a presence of an
established Muslim community. Perhaps on the face of things,
religion may be irrelevant to the internationalisation patterns of
some of the firms here, with non-Muslim-majority markets like
Thailand, the UK, Singapore, Australia, and Cambodia being
targeted. However, a closer analysis reveals that many of these
and other markets contain within them Muslim minorities and it
was often the existence of these minorities that attracted the cases
to enter those markets.

Unfortunately, the present study’s sample size only permits us
to speculate on the importance of these two points. It is hoped that
future research will extend our work and focus on these issues in
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order to further improve our understanding of the role of religion
and religiosity in the internationalisation of firms.

6. Concluding remarks and limitations

Although IB researchers have given considerable attention to
the role of culture in internationalisation, the influence of religion
has generally been neglected. This study has examined the case of
Islam and suggests that Islamic ties can play a potentially
important role in determining the internationalisation routes of
Muslim-majority firms. For the observant Muslim, all activities in
life – including the most mundane and ordinary acts – take on
spiritual significance, for traditional Islam does not recognise any
dichotomy between the secular and the profane (Al-Attas, 1985).
Therefore, even in the realm of business, the actions of the devout
Muslim are considerably influenced and inspired by the values,
principles, and worldview of his or her religion (see, for example,
Graafland, Mazereeuw, & Yahia, 2006; Hunter, 2012; McKechnie,
Grant, Tucker, & Kuehn, 2007; Saeed, Ahmed, & Mukhtar, 2001). In
brief, when discussing foreign market entry decisions among firms
in the Islamic world, it is important to not overlook or downplay
the role of religion.

Before closing, we wish to note the present study’s limitations.
The data are limited to a specific context – a small number of SMEs
in northern Malaysia’s E&E industry. Naturally, this restricts the
generalisability of the findings. In other words, it is difficult to say
whether and to what extent these findings may apply in other
industrial and/or geographic contexts. In certain other sectors of
the Malaysian economy, for instance, Islam’s influence on
international market choice may be greater, such as in the F&B
sector due to Malaysia’s increasing importance in the global halal

industry. By contrast, in other sectors, or when considering larger
firms with greater resources, the role of religion may be minimal in
comparison. Nevertheless, in our personal communications with
senior representatives from the Malaysian External Trade Devel-
opment Corporation (MATRADE) and the Malaysian Ministry of
International Trade and Industry (MITI), we were informed that,
among the most popular export destinations for Malay (Muslim)
companies across the ICT, oil/gas, household products, and
medical/pharmaceutical sectors, are a number of Muslim-majority
markets, such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Iran, Indonesia, and
Bangladesh. Therefore, there may be some consistency between
our findings here and the situation within the wider population of
Muslim-led companies in Malaysia. Unfortunately, though, official
published material relating specifically to Malay companies is not
available as the government only publishes data concerning
Malaysian companies generally, rather than distinguishing statis-
tics by race. This is possibly an issue future researchers can explore
further.

The limited geographic scope of our sample also means that it is
not clear whether the observations reported here apply in other
Muslim-majority countries. For example, in secular Turkey, it is
possible that a common adherence to Islam may be largely
inconsequential to internationalising firms, while in officially
Islamic states like Oman, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan, the role of
religion may play a greater role. However, in spite of these
limitations, it should be recalled that this is an introductory study
aimed at shedding light on a relatively under-researched area.
Consequently, a qualitative case-based approach was deemed
most appropriate (Ghauri, 2004; Yin, 2009). Nevertheless, future
researchers should consider investigating the phenomenon in
other contexts, such as in other Islamic countries and in
alternative industrial settings. Moreover, a broader, more
quantitative approach may be desirable to better gauge the
actual extent to which religious/Islamic affiliation affects firm
internationalisation.
7. Managerial relevance

For many people around the world, business and religion do not
occupy mutually exclusive domains. In fact, in certain traditions,
work is regarded as a form of religious worship (Richardson, Sinha,
& Yaapar, forthcoming). Therefore, it is important for managers of
international firms to appreciate the important role that religion
plays in the business activities and business ethics of certain
societies. When working across religions, it is vital to respect well-
established rulings on such things as food, gender relations, prayer
times, and so on, in order to maintain cordial relations with one’s
client or partner. Ideally, international managers should also
develop an understanding of the deeper aspects of their counter-
parts’ religious teachings. In the Islamic context, for example, this
might include familiarising oneself with basic concepts like tawhid,
which we discussed earlier.

It is also important, as we have shown here, for managers
negotiating or collaborating with people who share the same
religious views, but who may be from different cultural back-
grounds, to recognise the potential for common religious ground to
reduce perceived cultural distance between communities. Many
studies have shown that cultural differences constitute a key
impediment to successful internationalisation. However, with
religion’s capacity for uniting distinct groups of people, it could
serve as a useful mechanism for tapping into markets that may, on
initial evaluation, appear too ‘‘distant’’ from one’s home country.
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