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Abstract

Although the studies on the internationalization of Small and Medium
Enterprises (SMEs) have been growing tremendously, the systematic
evidence, which uses country development as a particular case, is still
piecemeal and insufficiently theorized. Institutional voids, resource
availability, and market imperfections have unique characteristics in relation
to SMEs in the developing economies that restrict the direct application of
the results of the studies in developing economies. The current reviews are
more or less global and offer minimal synthesis of the empirically based
determinants in the developing countries. The aim of systematic review is to
synthesize empirical data on: (i) major determinants of SME
internationalization in developing nations, (ii) internal firm-level and
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managerial determinants, (iii) external institutional and environmental
determinants, (iv) the most commonly highlighted determinants in the
literature and (v) the fit between these determinants and theory of SME
internationalization. Following a systematic review methodology using the
PRISMA guidelines, we identified 36 peer reviewed empirical and review
studies, published between 2015- 2025 and mainly identified from Scopus
database. Data were analyzed with a thematic synthesis method with
frequency analysis to allow for conceptual categorization and quantitative
measurement of determinant prevalence. The results show that managerial
determinants seem to be the most commonly mentioned factors of SME
internationalization, followed by innovation and technological capabilities,
networking and social capital, and institutional support mechanisms like
export promotion and regulation of quality. Financial constraints and poor
institutional environments are invariably cited as the main limits to sustained
international engagement. This review would add value to existing syntheses
in that it only aims at the developing economies, quantifies the determinants
frequencies, and specifically maps empirical evidence to the
internationalization theories. The research develops an analytical determinant
model that combines the managerial agency with institutional limitations.
The results have practical implications on policymakers to enhance the
effectiveness of export-support ecosystems and on SME owner-managers to
focus on the implementation of capabilities and strategic networking in
resource-limited settings.

Keywords: Determinants; developing countries; international business;
SME internationalization

1. Introduction

Internationalization of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) has become a
very important factor in the development of the economy, innovation and
competitiveness especially in developing nations. SMEs play a major role in
the creation of employment, diversification of exports, and income and their
international market activities are a key policy and research issue (OECD,
2017; World Bank, 2020). In contrast to large multinational companies,
SMEs usually have very harsh resources, limited managerial capacities, and
institutional ~ constraints, which  complicate and unpredict the
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internationalization process (Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; Paul, Parthasarathy,
and Gupta, 2017).

The scholarly sources related to SME internationalization have grown
significantly in the last 20 years and researchers have studied various factors
that affect the decision of the firms to enter and expand into the foreign
markets. Such determinants are generally classified as those internal, which
includes the size of the firm, its age, its ability to innovate, and managerial
experience, and those external that include institutional quality, government
support, market conditions, and network relationships (Ruzzier, Hisrich, and
Antoncic, 2006; Stoian, Rialp, and Rialp, 2011). Theoretical perspectives,
including the Uppsala internationalization model, the resource-based view
(RBV), and the network theory have been eminent in their application in
explaining how SMEs accumulate knowledge progressively, drawing
resource and exploiting relationship to internationalize (Johanson and
Vahlne, 2009, Barney, 1991).

Nevertheless, most of the existing literature on internationalization has been
constructed in the framework of developed economies, making it
questionable as to whether it has direct applicability to the realities of the
developing countries. The institutional voids, fragile financial system, poor
access to technology, and unstable policies are the characteristics of the
environment SMEs in developing countries operate in and can profoundly
change the internationalization routes (Khanna and Palepu, 2010; Ciravegna,
Lopez, and Kundu, 2014). Consequently, the aspects that are determinant in
developed economies may not work in developing nations or may have
different significance in the developing states. Empirical studies of SME
internationalization in developing countries have risen over the last few years
with a particular recent surge after 2015-based on the growing globalization
pressures, digitalization and post-crisis economic restructuring. Researchers
have explored entrepreneurial orientation, social and business networks,
government programs to promote exports, and digital capabilities as the
facilitators of entry into the international market (Zucchella and Magnani,
2016; Bianchi and Mathews, 2016). However, the results of the studies have
been varied, location specific, and even opposite, hence, it is not easy to
extract a homogenous perception of major determinants.
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Although SME internationalization has been studied extensively, both few
systematic reviews have summarized the factors that influence this process.
The systematic review of SMEs determinants to export entry by Haddoud et
al. (2021) is mostly dominated by the evidence of the developed economies,
with few insightful information on the institutional constraints and resource
limitations that SMEs in the developing countries encounter. Chandra et al.
(2020) specifically target the barriers Asian SMEs face during
internationalization, hence focusing on the obstacles, but not providing a
detailed evaluation of those factors that facilitate or inhibit
internationalization. In the meantime, Dabic et al. (2020) present a massive
bibliometric review of the literature on SME internationalization to map
intellectual frameworks and trajectories of publications, yet without an
attempt at the systematic synthesis of empirical determinants or the situation
of developing countries.

The research results are inconclusive and in spite of the increasing number of
empirical studies into SME internationalization. There are three gaps of
critical importance found in empirical evidence. First, it is the theoretical
inconsistency because previous research has shown conflicting impacts of
firm size and firm age on the results of internationalization in various
national and institutional settings, suggesting that the primary
internationalization theories cannot be universally applied (Haddoud et al.,
2021; Paul, 2020; Safari and Saleh, 2020). Second, the publication is
characterized by strong methodological fragmentation, with cross-sectional
surveys designs prevailing in the empirical studies on SME
internationalization and inhibiting causal inference and dynamic study of
internationalization dynamics (Chandra et al., 2020; Dabic et al., 2020).
Third, studies are clustered more heavily in Europe and some other parts of
Asia, whilst Africa and Latin America are grossly underrepresented in spite
of their significant share in total population of SMEs in the world (Chandra
et al., 2020; Haddoud et al., 2021). All these gaps point to the necessity of
having a systematic synthesis that would not only aggregate empirical results
but would also clearly map internationalization determinants onto the
existing theoretical frameworks, and to detect context-specific patterns
peculiar to developing economies (Dabic et al., 2020; Paul, 2020). To
overcome these weaknesses, the current paper will utilize a PRISMA -based
systematic literature review by combining thematic synthesis and frequency

4
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analysis to present a current theory-based insight into the determinants of
SME internationalization in developing nations.

In contrast to other systematic and bibliometric reviews, the analysis in this
article combines frequency analysis with thematic synthesis to identify the
areas of scholarly consensus and, at the same time, emphasize the
contradictory results that should be refined to a certain theoretical frame and
investigated further. To be more precise, the following research questions are
discussed in the review:

Q1: What are the key determinants influencing the internationalization of
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in developing countries, as identified
in empirical studies conducted between 2015 and 2025?

Q2: What internal (firm-level and managerial) determinants influence the
internationalization of SMEs in developing countries?

Q3: What external (environmental or institutional) determinants affect SME
internationalization?

Q4: Which determinants are most frequently emphasized across studies in
the developing countries context?

Q5: How do these determinants align with international SME
internationalization theories?

The answers to these questions mean that this review can be used to develop
theories, inform policy formulation and provide concrete suggestions to
SME managers who want to internationalize and operate in the context of the
developing countries. This systematic review synthesizes empirical evidence
on the determinants of small and medium-sized enterprise (SME)
internationalization published in Scopus-indexed journals between 2015 and
2025, with the aim of identifying dominant factor categories, theoretical
foundations, and research gaps.

To conduct a systematic literature review of the growing existing empirical
data on SME internationalization determinants, this paper applies PRISMA-
based systematic literature review. The methodological procedures that will
be undertaken to achieve rigor and transparency are described below. The
remainder of the research is organized in the following way: Section 2
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explains the theoretical background of the SMEs Internationalization
concept. Section 3 gives an overview of materials and methods and exclusion
and inclusion criteria of the articles included in the research. Section 4 is a
descriptive analysis of the survey. Section 5 includes results and discussion
and the conclusion with the summary of findings is demonstrated in 6"
Section.

2. Theoretical Background

Internationalization of Small and Medium Enterprise (SMEs) has been a
heavily discussed issue across a variety of theoretical perspectives regarding
international business and entrepreneurship literature. Contrary to major
multinationals, SMEs are characterized by unique limitations of small
resources, managerial capacities, and institutional facilitation especially in
emerging markets. It follows that there is no single theory that can explain
SME internationalization but, instead, integrative approach to theory is
needed. The chosen review mainly uses five prevailing perspectives, namely
the Uppsala Internationalization Model, the Resource-Based View (RBV),
Network Theory, International Entrepreneurship Theory, and Institutional
Theory.

2.1 Uppsala Internationalization Model

According to the Uppsala model, companies go global in time by engaging
in incremental learning and progressive involvement in the international
markets (Johanson and Vahlne, 1988; 2009). Firms first engage psychically
nearby markets on low-commitment forms like exporting and gradually
move towards more remote markets as the experience mounts up. This model
holds special importance to SMEs in developing countries since the lack of
international experience and the risk-aversion tend to force careful expansion
strategies. Empirical research in the developing economies, particularly Sri
Lanka, Vietnam, and Bangladesh has shown that SMEs usually start
internationalization in the form of indirect exports and slowly build on the
intensity of exports as management learning advances. Critics have however
suggested that the traditional Uppsala model does not give due regard to the
importance of networks and proactive entrepreneurial behavior that are
becoming more pronounced in modern SME internationalization.
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To a certain extent, empirical findings of developing countries settings
substantiate the incremental logic of internationalization as advanced by the
Uppsala model. Sri Lankan studies show that SMEs tend to start with
psychically close markets and increase the extent of exports as experiential
knowledge is gained (Kumarasinghe and Weerasinghe, 2023; Randeniya,
2019). The same trends of gradual growth have also been noted with
Vietnamese SMEs, where the choice to enter the market sequentially is
influenced by learning-by-exporting and minimising risk (Tran et al., 2025).
Nonetheless, there is contradictory evidence in the case of India and
Indonesia where more SMEs implement the born-global or early-
internationalization strategies and enter remote markets soon after its
conception (Billore & Billore, 2019; Nurfarida et al., 2022). These results
dispute the very basis of the model incremental commitment. Furthermore,
the Uppsala model does not give sufficient weight to the role of institutional
obstacles and access to opportunities through the network, which are
particularly relevant in the developing economies with the uncertainty of
regulations and lack of resources (Chandra et al., 2020).

2.2 Resource-Based View (RBV)

The Resource-Based View presents that the major suppliers of sustainable
competitive advantage and global achievement are firm-specific resources
and capabilities (Barney, 1991). The key resources, in the case of SME
internationalization, are the innovation capability, technological competence,
human capital, absorptive capacity and financial resources. Empirical
findings in developing countries are great boosters to propositions of RBV.
The SMEs that have high capacity of innovation, technology orientation and
knowledge management ability have high chances of entry and success in
foreign markets. Financial capital is often replaced in resource constrained
environments by less tangible resources, including managerial expertise and
learning capability. Therefore, RBV is a very solid explanation regarding the
variation in the internationalization performance of such similar-sized SMEs
in the same institutional environment.

Resource-Based View enjoys high empirical validation in studies of
internationalization of SMEs in developing countries. It is noted in many
papers that capability of innovation, technological preparedness, and
managerial skills are highly sensitive firm-specific resources that allow



SAMODHANA Volume 14, Issue |, September 2025

SMEs to compete on the global scale despite size-related drawbacks
(Madushanka and Sachitra, 2021; Herath and Surangi, 2025). There is
evidence of SMEs with unique knowledge resources and adaptive
advantages attaining a greater export intensity and market diversification in
Sri Lanka and Malaysia (Imran et al., 2017; Hettiarachchi et al., 2024).
However, there are conflicting reports that resource endowments are not
adequate in the setting of poor institutions, restricted access to finance, and
high transaction costs (Abdin, 2016; Odunukan et al., 2021). The main
shortcoming of RBV in the developing-country setting is that it is based on
the implicit belief that resources move freely and are safeguarded, which
may not be true in the markets where institutional gaps limit the chances of
firms exploiting internal capabilities to their fullest (Peng et al., 2008).

2.3 Network Theory

Network Theory focuses on the importance of inter-organizational and
interpersonal ties in internationalization process (Johanson and Mattsson,
1988). Networks minimize uncertainty, avail information about the foreign
market, and resource sharing, which is essential especially to SMEs that have
limited internal capabilities. Business networks, social capital, diaspora ties,
and industry associations in developing countries are the key players in
internationalization of SMEs. The empirical evidence on Sri Lanka, Nigeria,
and Indonesia indicates that SMEs that are integrated in robust local and
international networks can effectively overcome the institutional voids
compared to those who are solitary firms. The anywhere-increasing
topicality of coopetition, which is collaboration with competition at the same
time, gives additional arguments in favor of the explanatory value of the
theory of network in the new market.

Empirical evidence of developing economies is a strong supporter of
network theory, as in many cases, relational ties replace market mechanisms.
The research in Sri Lanka, Indonesia, and Nigeria proves that social capital,
business networks, and diaspora ties substantially assist in minimizing
information asymmetry and accessing foreign markets (Randeniya, 2019;
Nurfarida et al., 2022; Odunukan et al., 2021). Studying export associations
and informal networks allow SMEs to get knowledge of the market,
financing, and trust-based relationships that they would otherwise not get
through formal institutions. Nevertheless, it has been noted that closed or
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homogenous networks, when overused, can restrict international reach and
innovation because they will strengthen path dependency (Monticelli et al.,
2025). Theoretical weaknesses of a network theory are that it does not pay
much attention to power asymmetries and institutional restrictions that
influence the network creation and its efficiency in developing-country
contexts (Dabic et al., 2020).

2.4 International Entrepreneurship Theory

The International Entrepreneurship Theory combines entrepreneurship and
international business, as it concerns recognition of opportunity, risk taking,
innovativeness, and reactiveness (McDougall and Oviatt, 2000). This view is
particularly applicable to SMEs who internationalize early or fast, which are
also known as born-global firms. Research in the developing economies
underlines the critical place of global mindset of owner-managers,
international exposure, education, and entrepreneurial orientation in the
internationalization decisions. In comparison to the incremental learning as it
is involved in the Uppsala model, the international entrepreneurship theory
helps to understand the possibility of SMEs to overcome the steps of
internationalization in spite of limited resources. This theory can be easily
connected to empirical evidence that managerial characteristics are the most
commonly studied factors of SME internationalization.

International Entrepreneurship theory receives ample support from the
reviewed literature, especially with regard to owner-manager attributes as a
factor influencing SME internationalization. Evidence emerging from
empirical research carried out in Sri Lanka, Vietnam, and Indonesia supports
the notion that entrepreneurial orientation, international experience, risk-
taking propensity, and global mindset have a substantial impact on early
proactive internationalization (Zameem & Bhavan, 2024; Tran et al., 2025;
Mulyanti et al., 2025). Nevertheless, evidence challenging the IE paradigm
indicates a lack of successful SME internationalization despite high
entrepreneurial orientation within the confines of highly constrained
institutional and capital environments (Abdin, 2016; Chandra et al., 2020). A
weakness of IE theory relates to excessive attention given to individual
attributes while ignoring policy barriers, which affect developing economies.
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2.5 Institutional Theory

The Institutional Theory is concerned with the effects that formal (laws,
regulations, policies) and informal (culture, norms, trust) institutions have on
the behavior of firms (North, 1990; Scott, 2008). In developing nations,
institutional conditions are usually typified by inefficiencies in regulations,
uncertainty in policies and ineffective enforcement mechanisms, which have
a significant impact on SME internationalization. Empirical findings show
that the government initiatives to promote exports, facilitate trade,
availability of finance, and quality of regulators are the key external
antecedent in the SME internationalization. On the other hand, institutional
obstacles like bureaucratic complexity, corruption and poor infrastructure
raise the costs of making transactions as well as deterring long term,
international interaction. The institutional theory therefore offers a macro
level explanation on the difference in SME internationalization outcome
across different countries.

Institutional theory offers a rich rationale for understanding the variation of
SME internationalization practices in developing countries. Research
suggests that the effectiveness of government-led export initiatives, the
friendliness of the business environment indicated by the quality of the
regulatory frameworks and systems in place for trade finance facilities have
played important roles in shaping SMEs' propensity to participate in and
continue to derive benefits from international markets and networks
(Wijesinghe, 2022; Lwesya, 2021). Research carried out in Africa and South
Asia suggests that adverse institutions result in higher transaction costs as
well as associated uncertainty that act as a disincentive for SME:s to carry out
long-term internationalization activities without gaining much benefit or
expanding much beyond the home markets of developing countries (Misati
et al., 2017; Odunukan et al., 2021). However, there exists interesting
research that suggests that SMEs in developing countries have the partial
ability to overcome the weaknesses inherent in their institutions by de facto
operating outside those frameworks or within networks as non-institutional
forms (Randeniya, 2019). Perhaps one important weakness of institutional
theory as it relates to understanding the internationalization of SMEs
operating within developing countries is the relatively inflexible approach it
takes to

10
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2.6 Integrative Theoretical Perspective

Recent publications are gradually supporting integrative models, which are a
combination of theories used to explain the process of internationalization of
SMEs especially in developing nations. An example is the managerial
entrepreneurial orientation (international entrepreneurship) which is
reinforced by network (network theory) and evolves through experiential
learning (Uppsala model) and conditioned by the institutional environments
(institutional theory). This systematic review assumes this kind of integrative
approach, acknowledging that SME internationalization is a complex process
that is conditioned by a combination of internal resource, managerial agency,
relational embeddedness, and external institutional structures. This method
allows one to have a more general overview of internationalization processes
in emerging markets and has a better basis on which to generalize empirical
results. Evidential developments in recent years, based on empirical research
in developing countries, bear out the imperative of having integrated
theoretical interpretations. For instance, Hettiarachchi et al. in 2024 observe
that Sri Lankan agro-based SMEs' engagement with exports is a result of
interactive dynamics involving international orientation for managers,
programs of institutional support, and network contexts, consistent with
Network Theory, and in conjunction with Institutional and RBV Theories,
respectively. Again, Monticelli et al. in 2025 establish, on Network Theory,
that adopting a strategy of coopetition provides a solution, based on RBYV, for
Euro SMEs' institutional complexities arising out of, and related to, limited
resources, among others.

3. Materials and Methods

To guarantee a thorough and open procedure, the Preferred Reporting Items
for the Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) were used in the
systematic literature review. PRISMA is a minimum set of evidence-based
items for reporting meta-analyses and systematic reviews. PRISMA can
serve as a foundation for reporting systematic reviews in addition to being
used for reporting reviews and assessing randomized trials (Moher et al.,
2015).The search of the literature has been carried out with the help of the
Scopus database which has been chosen as a result of its extensive coverage
of the high-quality peer-reviewed journals in such spheres as business,
management, and economics (Falagas et al., 2008).

11
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Search terms used in SCOPUS databases are manifested as below: ("small
and medium-sized enterprise” OR  "small business" AND
("internationalization" OR "foreign market" OR "cross-border"). AND
("determinant" OR "driver" OR "factor" OR "antecedent"). The search
focused on the study published from 2015-2025, that is, in the past ten years.
A systematic literature review (SLR) applies a comprehensive search to find
and locate available literature covering the pre-constructed research
questions. Figure 1 displays different steps of the procedure.

In terms of the study selection, the developing countries have been defined
and categorized as per the income group classification system of the World
Bank (2020), where countries classified as "low-income", "lower-middle-
income" and "upper-middle-income" economies have been regarded as
developing countries, following the classification method used in the earlier
SME internationalization studies (World Bank, 2020; Chandra et al., 2020).
Economies not characterized by the World Bank as being high income were
not included unless they had made an explicit comparative analysis with a
sample of developing economies. Scopus was selected as the only
bibliographic database for this review because it has a broad coverage of
high quality, peer-reviewed journals in business, management and economics
(Falagas et al., 2008). No other database was searched other than the one
searched.

The first search has provided 50 studies. The duplicated records were
eliminated and the rest of the studies were filtered on the basis of titles and
abstracts in order to determine relevance. Afterward, the evaluation took
place with the inclusion and exclusion criteria on full-text articles. After this
screening, they were made up of 36 studies, which were considered to be
appropriate and were incorporated in the final qualitative synthesis. The
process of choosing the studies was based on PRISMA flow logic which
guarantees the transparency and reproducibility of the review process.

The selection of the study followed the four steps of PRISMA 2020
guidelines, including identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion.
First, all the records obtained in Scopus database were summarized and
duplicate entries were eliminated. Screening of titles and abstracts was
subsequently done to determine the conformity to inclusion criteria. Articles
considered possibly relevant were critically evaluated using the full-text to
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determine the eligibility. Only papers that passed all the inclusion criteria
were included in the final synthesis. A PRISMA flow diagram also shows the
selection process of the study and account of the number of articles that were
included or excluded at the various stages. The slightly focused sample (n =
36) reflects the tight selection criteria, emphasizing empirical groundedness
and a developing-country perspective. The initial search uncovered 50
studies, reduced to 36 after removing: papers with conceptual focus (n=8),
studies conducted in developed countries without comparison to developing
countries (n=3), and studies not focused on determinants of
internationalization (n=3).

'S
Records searched through Scopus
E database based on inclusion criteria
g
bl
N
g
= Records after filtering of Scopus
Databhase (n = 50)
~  /
J/
=4
E Record Screened N Records excluded (n= 8)
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Full text articles assessed Articles excluded (n= 3)
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Figure .1 Flow diagram for study selection based on the PRISMA guidelines
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Full search strategy was devised based on combinations of the keywords that
were used in regards to SMEs, internationalization, and determinants. The
search is limited to peer-reviewed journal articles written in English, 2015-
2025. Articles that had Scopus classification as Article only were included
and not conference papers, book chapters, and review articles.

Table 1. Inclusion Exclusion Criteria

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion
Small and Medium Enterprises Large enterprises,
SMEs) operating in developin microenterprises, or SMEs from
P (Population) M) operating in developing TPIISES, |
countries or comparative studies other countries without
including developing countries developing countries context

Studies not addressing
determinants of
internationalization or focusing
solely on export performance

Determinants, factors, or drivers
I (Intervention / influencing SME internationalization
Interest) (e.g., firm-level, managerial,

external/environmental factors)
outcomes

Comparative analysis between
internationalized and non-
internationalized SMEs, or between
different determinants

Studies without any
comparative or analytical
dimension

C (Comparison)

Internationalization outcomes such as . .
. . Studies focused on domestic
export participation, foreign market

O (Outcome) . SME growth without reference
entry, global expansion, or export . . v
. . to internationalization
ntensity
Empirical quantitative, qualitative, or ..
. . . . Opinion papers, conceptual
. mixed-method studies published in . o .
S (Study Design) . . . articles, editorials, reviews
peer-reviewed journals or credible . .
without empirical data
reports
.. . . Non-English papers, incomplete
Full-text publications in English from SusA pap P
Other texts, conference abstracts,

20152025 theses, or letters to editors

In order to make the review strong enough, all the eligible studies were
evaluated in terms of quality with the help of a standardized assessment
checklist. The studies were assessed on four criteria, namely, (1) research
objectives were clearly stated, (2) research design and research method were
suitable, (3) results of SME internationalization were explicitly measured,
and (4) they used established theories. Articles that satisfied three or above
criteria were defined as of high quality and were incorporated in the final
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synthesis and those that did not fit the minimum quality standards were
excluded.

A systematic data extraction template was used to extract pertinent
information in the sample studies systematically. Data that were extracted
were author(s) and year of publication, country or regional context, method
of research, theoretical framework, determinants of SME internationalization
investigated, and important empirical results. Thematic synthesis approach
was adopted due to the heterogeneity of the research designs and the
outcome measures. Determinants were determined and divided into general
themes, such as firm-level aspects, entrepreneurial and managerial factors,
network and social capital factors, institutional and environmental factors,
and technology- and innovation-related factors. Patterns and similarities and
inconsistencies through studies were compared to create synthetic knowledge
of what can determine internationalization of SMEs and to establish research
gaps that remain not elucidated.

The last group of studies was subjected to a thematic synthesis method,
which entailed the systematic coding and categorization of determinants in
each of the individual studies. The determinants were classified into two
broad categories: International determinants: firm-based factors and
managerial features. External determinants: network related, institutional and
market factors. Besides that, frequency analysis was done to determine the
most frequently stressed determinants in the literature. This enabled
establishment of the prevailing patterns and trends in the literature. Lastly,
the identified determinants were aligned on the already existing SME
internationalization theories such as the Resource-Based View, Uppsala
model; Network Theory, International Entrepreneurship Theory and the
Institutional Theory. This theoretical mapping helped to understand better the
manner in which empirical findings are consistent with or expand or are in
conflict with extant theoretical frameworks.

3.1 Limitations of Review Methodology

This review has a number of limitations. To begin with, the limitation to
Scopus can lock out other studies in Web of Science or local databases.
Second, the restriction of English language may deprive the non-English
speaking developing world of significant local-language studies. Third, the
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time frame 2015-2025, even though it reflects the recent trends, missed the
groundbreaking research published before. Fourth, there are possibilities of
underrepresentation of qualitative studies as a result of optimization of
search strings to quantitative determinant studies. Fifth, grey literature
(reports, dissertations) was not included which may not contain practical
insights. These were needed because of the need to promote methodological
rigor but can limit comprehensiveness.

4. Results and Discussion

The reviewed 36 studies cover 15 developing countries with Sri Lanka being
the one that is the most analyzed, followed by India, Bangladesh, Vietnam,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Philippines, China, Nigeria, Tanzania,
Zimbabwe, Sierra Leone, Morocco and Mexico. This geographical
concentration can be attributed to the strategic role of SME
internationalization in the export-led growth and structural change in South
and Southeast Asia and better data availability in the related areas. In the
context of African and Latin American, there is a relatively low level of
representation, which indicates a steady gap in the research in the region.

In terms of methods, people use predominantly quantitative methods (22
studies), which means that there is a high focus on testing the hypothesis and
validating determinants through an econometric model (multiple regression,
probit/logit models, and structural equation modeling). Qualitative research
(7) provides detailed information on managerial perceptions, institutional
constraints and contextual dynamics whereas mixed research (4) includes
both statistical and richness in the context. The systematic and bibliometric
reviews (3) included also help to suggest the maturation of the research field
and the increase in the work towards the theory consolidation.

Table 2. Classification of extracted 36 research articles.

Country /
No. Author(s) Year Region Methodology Key Focus
Kumarasinghe & SME
1 u SIENE 2023 Sri Lanka Quantitative  internationalization
Weerasinghe .
determinants
2 Mendis 2025  Srilanka  Quantitative ~ cicrminants of SME
internationalization
3 Zameem & 2024 Sri Lanka Quantitative Managerl.al .& firm
Bhavan characteristics
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4 Fernando & 2021 Sri Lanka Quantitative Export performance &
Samarakoon i1ssues
Nik Abdullah & . Internationalization
5 Zain 2011 Malaysia Conceptual theory (SMES)
SME
6 Buzavaité et al. 2019 Global Bibliometric  internationalization
theory
. o Competitive strategies
7 Prasanna et al. 2021 Sri Lanka Quantitative .
in SMEs
Madushanka & . o Export engagement
8 Sachitra 2021 Sri Lanka Quantitative (RBV)
Amaradiwakara & . oy SME growth
9 Gunatilake 2016 Sri Lanka Quantitative determinants
10  Kengatharan 2018 Sri Lanka Quantitative ~ SME growth factors
11 Randeniya 2019 Sri Lanka Qualitative Barrler§ & dF‘VC.rS of
internationalization
12 Herath & Surangi 2025 Sri Lanka Quantitative Technology orientation
& performance
Sweden & . Market turbulence &
13~ Andersson 2022 Sri Lanka Comparative internationalization
14 Hettiarachchi et 2024 Sri Lanka Quantitative Drivers of export
al. engagement
15  Wach 2015 Global Conceptual SMEs in modern
economy
. o Export performance
16  Imran et al. 2017 Malaysia Quantitative .
determinants
17 Pickernelletal. 2016 UK Quantitative ~ SME exporting
determinants
18  Safari & Saleh 2020 Multi- Quantitative RBV & contingency
country theory
19 Mulyanti et al. 2025 Indonesia Quantitative Gender .& S
internationalization
20  Tranetal. 2025 Vietnam Quantitative SME empo werment &
globalization
21 Monticelli et al. 2025 Europe Qualitative .Coopetl.t ton & .
internationalization
gy Anggadwita & 005 Giopal Bibliometric  WOmen
Indarti entrepreneurship
23 Nurfarida et al. 2022 Indonesia Qualitative Motives & barriers
24 Odunukan et al. 2021 Nigeria Qualitative Rural SME o
internationalization
25  Castagna et al. 2020 Europe Qualitative Internationalization
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strategies

26  Chandra et al. 2020 Developlng Systematlc Intematlonallzatlon

countries Review barriers
Cisneros-R t SME
27 al SNCTOS-BEYES €& 2020 Mexico Quantitative  internationalization
' evidence

28  Paul 2020 Global Conceptual SCOPE framework

29 Billore & Billore 2019 India Quantitative ~ Viarket orientation &
networks

30  Misati et al. 2017 Africa Quantitative South-North SME
pattern

. . Mixed .
31  Winckler & Zen 2022 Brazil Firm resources
Methods

32 Lwesya 2021 Tanzania Quantitative SM.ES & global value
chains

33 Basly & Saunier 2019 France Quantitative ~ Family SMEs

34 Abdin 2016 Bangladesh  Qualitative ~ |icrnationalization
challenges

35  Haddoudetal. 2021  Global Systematic  Export entry

Review determinants
36  Dahanayake 2022 Sri Lanka Quantitative SME sustainability &

crisis

4.1. Descriptive Analysis

4.1.1 Geographical distribution of the studies

Table 3 shows the geographical concentration of the 36 studies used in the
systematic review. Most of the literature has been done on South and
Southeast Asian nations with Sri Lanka alone comprising a third of the
sample. This indicates not only the policy applicability of SME
internationalization in Sri Lanka, but also the increasing scholarly attention
to export strategies of development in the area. The countries of Africa and
Latin America are still relatively underrepresented which points to the
geographical imbalance in the current literature and leaves poss.

Table 3. Geographical distribution of the studies

. Number of Percentage
Region Country Studies (%) g
Sri Lanka 12 333
South Asia India 2 5.6
Bangladesh 2 5.6
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Vietnam 2 5.6

Indonesia 3 8.3

Southeast Asia Malaysia 2 5.6

Thailand 1 2.8

Philippines 1 2.8

East Asia China 1 2.8

Nigeria 2 5.6

. Tanzania 1 2.8

Affrica Zimbabwe 1 2.8

Sierra Leone 1 2.8

Latin America Mexico 1 2.8

Middle East & North Africa Morocco 1 2.8
Multi-country / Global reviews ~ Multiple

. . 6 8.3
(comparative) countries

Total — 36 100

4.1.2 Year-wise Publications

The distribution of the 36 studies that were published in 2015-2025 per year
is demonstrated in figure2. The growth in the number of publications is not
sharp, but it starts to accelerate since 2015, and the pace of that rise is quite
steep since 2018. The highest level of publication is between 2020 and 2022,
which can be explained by the fact that the increased interest of scholars in
SME internationalization occurs at the time of the COVID-19 period, when
companies were exposed to even greater uncertainty in the world and
experienced structural reinventions. Nevertheless, the trend has shown a
slight decline, but the further publication trend till 2025 shows the further
academic and policy relevance of SME internationalization in the context of
developing countries.

4.2 Internal Determinants of SME Internationalization
4.2.1 Firm-Level Determinants

Characteristics and competencies of the firm appear to be crucial enablers of
internationalization. Large SMEs enjoy economies of scale, slack resources,
and bargaining power, making them conducive to entering and staying in the-
export market (Love & Roper, 2015; Haddoud et al., 2021). The age of the
firm can be viewed as learning from experience and gaining market
knowledge, corroborating the Uppsala model of incremental
internationalization. The size of the firms was discussed in 18 (50) studies,
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and the results were mixed. In 12 studies, positive results were observed in
Sri Lanka, India, and Malaysia, which allows following economies of scale
arguments (Love and Roper, 2015; Safari and Saleh, 2020). Nonetheless, 6
of the studies did not indicate any meaningful effect or adverse correlations
when placed in a setting with extreme resource scarcity (Nigeria,
Bangladesh), and where smaller size is permissive and a niche can be
established (Odunukan et al., 2021). This inconsistency implies context-
dependency: the benefits of firm size decline in settings that have high
institutional voids where scale economies are less important than networking
possibilities. These results partially agree with RBV but indicate that the
institutional theory is more explanatory in developing nations.The age of the
firm can be viewed as learning from experience and gaining market
knowledge, corroborating the Uppsala model of incremental
internationalization

Age of the firm was examined in 13 studies (36%), and the results were very
discrepant. Seven studies found that the relationship between firm age and
internationalization was positive which implies that older firms enjoyed
accumulated experience and learning and reputational capital to venture into
foreign markets (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977; Haddoud et al., 2021). The
findings are an empirical confirmation of the Uppsala Model that focuses on
incremental learning and slow international commitment. On the other hand,
six articles, especially those in India, Indonesia, and Vietnam, reported no
significant or adverse effects, which emphasizes the existence of younger
and agile companies that undergo rapid or early internationalization (Billore
and Billore, 2019; Nurfarida et al., 2022). These companies use digital
platforms, niche strategies and entrepreneurial orientation to skip the
traditional learning steps. This fact questions the deterministic assumptions
of the Uppsala model and provides evidence in favor of International
Entrepreneurship (IE) theory, which puts the focus on the recognition of
opportunity and managerial agency but not on the firm maturity. Altogether,
firm age seems to be not so decisive compared to strategic orientation and
learning mechanisms in the context of a developing country.

Innovation capacity and technology-readiness are also cited as universally
significant factors. SMEs that focus on product and process innovation are
more likely to differentiate themselves, satisfy international quality norms,

20



SAMODHANA Volume 14, Issue |, September 2025

and adapt to changing foreign markets (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004; Nguyen &
Le, 2019; Madushanka & Sachitra, 2021). The capability of innovation
became one of the strongest determinants, having manifested it in 21 studies
(58.3%). In most locations, such as Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Indonesia, and
Brazil, a steady positive impact was reported wherein innovative SMEs were
reported to perform better in export, with product differentiation, and
flexibility to international standards (Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; Winckler
and Zen, 2022).

These results are a strong proponent of the RBV, since innovation is a
resource that is valuable, rare, and highly difficult to duplicate. However, the
four studies found conditional or weak effects especially in resource-
constrained SMEs where innovation investments were not directly related to
export results because of financial constraints and ineffective
commercialization support (Dahanayake, 2022; Chandra et al., 2020). This
implies that innovation alone cannot work without the support of the
institutions and financial aid. Therefore, even though RBV explains the
centrality of innovation, it is the Institutional Theory that is required to
explain cross-country variation in innovation effectiveness.The adoption of
technology, such as digital platforms and manufacturing technology also
mitigates information asymmetry and transaction costs that could create
inherent size-related challenges for SMEs when internationalizing.

The introduction of technology and the digital preparedness of the
population was mentioned in 21 studies (58.3%), and this determinant is
equally high as the innovation ability. Fifteen of them also found a positive
relationship that was strong and especially focusing on digital platforms, e-
commerce, and ICT tools in helping SMEs to surmount distance related
barriers and access global value chains (Herath and Surangi, 2025; Tran et
al., 2025; Andersson, 2022). The findings are favored by both RBV and the
International Entrepreneurship theory, which emphasizes the role of
technology to make internationalization speedy.

Financial resources provide a complementary, yet crucial, function by
facilitating export market research, certification, logistics, and working
capital needs. Financial resources were discussed in 16 of them (44%), and
mostly positive and context-dependent results were found. Access to internal
finance, trade credit, and export financing was reported to play a significant
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role in supporting the SMEs in meeting the market research, certification,
logistics, and risk management costs of internationalization (Imran et al.,
2017; Hettiarachchi et al., 2024; Haddoud et al., 2021). These findings are in
line with RBV, where strategic investments are facilitated by financial
capital. Nevertheless, five studies, especially those located in Africa and
South Asia, concluded that financial limitations did not completely deter
internationalization where companies paid using informal finance, network
relationships, and governmental support schemes (Odunukan et al., 2021;
Lwesya, 2021). Such a contradiction points to the intermediary nature of
networks and institutions, which implies that the financial resources do not
act independently, but they are subject to interaction with external enablers.
Therefore, a hybrid RBV-Institutional- Network view is more detailed.

Conversely, findings in the developing world reveal financial constraints to
be a significant impediment, especially to first-time exporters who do not
have collateral and credit history (Rahman et al., 2021, Chandra, Paul, &
Chavan, 2020).

4.2.2. Managerial Determinants

Managerial and entrepreneurial qualities are among the most potent and
commonly cited predictors for the internationalization of SMEs. The owner-
manager’s internationalization experience increases the likelihood of
recognizing opportunities, risks, and decision-making in international
markets (Oviatt & McDougall, 2005; Andersson, 2022). Greater education
and language skills improve the absorptive capacity and cross-cultural
ability.

Entrepreneurial orientation, reflected in pros/cons, innovativeness, and risk-
taking, was found to play a strong role as a determinant of export initiation
and internationalization speed (Kumar et al., 2020; Safari & Saleh, 2020).
The results from Sri Lanka, Vietnam, and Indonesia demonstrate that while
international-minded managers can mitigate competitive disadvantages of
newly internationalized companies, they can only mitigate this disadvantage
to a certain degree.
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4.3 External Determinants of SME Internationalization
4.3.1. Institutional and Policy Factors

The institutional context is a critical determinant of the path taken by SMEs
in their entry into the international market in emerging economies. Export
assistance initiatives by the government, trade facilitation initiatives, export
funding, and trade regulations are some factors that positively impact the
entry and continued participation of SMEs in the international market (Peng
et al., 2008; Wijesinghe, 2022; Hettiarachchi et al., 2024).

On the other hand, when the institutional framework is weak, with factors
that result in inconsistencies in policies, inefficiency, and lack of
infrastructure, the transaction costs rise and there are no incentives for the
long-term engagement of the business internationally, and examples here are
“Bruton et al., 2010, and W.E. Dahanayake, 2022.”

4.3.2. Market and Network Factors

The external market environment and the relational networks play a
substantial role in promoting the internationalization of SMEs. The foreign
market demand and the need to compete favor the diversification of markets
on the part of the SMEs because the domestic market demand is volatile
(Basly & Saunier, 2019). A business network, which serves as a source of
market knowledge, helps absorb the liability of foreignness (Johanson &
Mattsson, 1988; Zhou et al., 2007).

In the context of developing countries, the following are crucial: networks,
diaspora, and coopetition. Networks help SMEs compensate for the lack of
institutions, facilitate distribution channels, and share risks when it comes to
entering new markets (Monticelli et al., 2025; Odunukan et al., 2021).

4.4 Frequency of Determinants

Frequency of mention was determined by coding each determinant category
(managerial factors; firm capabilities/innovation; networking/social capital;
institutional support; finance; market factors) for each of the 36 studies to
indicate whether a determinant category was empirically examined or
discussed as an important determinant in that study. The reported number for
each study is the number of studies (out of 36) that included the determinant
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category, not the number of variables or effect sizes. Data in each study were
coded independently by each member of the study using the data extraction
template described above and checked for consistency among the members
of the study. The Frequency analysis helps draw attention to the level of
emphasis on each category of determinant as evident from the reviewed
studies. Among all the determinants, the managerial factors were the most
often mentioned (24 studies = 67%). This is an indication of the role of
owners-managers in the strategic decisions of SMEs. The Resource-Based
View (RBV) theory on international competitiveness is the next factor to
consider, after firm capabilities, innovation and technology (21 studies,
58%).

Networking/Social Capital (19 studies, 53%) and Institutional Support (18
studies, 50%) refer to external, non-firm-specific conditions in a developing
economy that help to facilitate entrepreneurial activity and resolve
challenges of internationalization. Somewhat less frequently discussed were
finance (16 studies, 44%) and Market factors (14 studies, 39%). The latter
category of factors was the least frequently examined (13 or fewer studies,
under 36%), which is a relatively smaller group compared to managerial and
firm-level factors.

5. Discussion

It is a systematic review of 36 empirical studies that were published between
2015 and 2025 and investigated the determinants of SME
internationalization in developing and emerging economies. The conclusions
made reveal that no single determinant of SME internationalization exists,
but a complex interaction between firm-level, managerial, network, and
institutional factors drives the internationalization process, which is
multidimensional (Cavusgil and Knight, 2015; Paul et al., 2017). On the firm
level, the most common determinants of innovation capability, technology
adoption, financial resources, firm size, and firm age were studied, but their
impact was most often context-specific (Love & Roper, 2015; Haddoud et
al., 2021). International orientation in management, previous and prior
experience in internationalization, and risk-taking propensity both were
constant and associated with improved internationalization and especially
with early and fast internationalizers (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005; Safari
and Saleh, 2020). Notably, institutional quality, government support,
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regulatory frameworks, and network embeddedness as external determinants
were found to play a significant enabling or limiting role that frequently
mediated the impacts of the firm level resources (Peng et al., 2008; Cuervo-
Cazurra, 2016). The review also found out systematic contradictions among
regions, indicating that the determinants of internationalization do not work
equally well in any given country based on their institutional strength and
availability of networks.

5.1 Theoretical Contributions
5.1.1 Support for Existing Theories

The results offer great although divided support of leading
internationalization theories. The Resource-Based View (RBV) found a lot of
empirical support, especially with the consistent evidence of how innovation
capability, technological competence, and financial resources benefited the
international market entry and growth of SMEs (Barney, 1991; Love and
Roper, 2015; Haddoud et al., 2021). In over fifty percent of the studies
reviewed, the firms with valuable and hard-to-copy resources were more
likely to be more export-intensive and their foreign market coverage wide,
which has validated the explanatory role of RBV. The Network Theory of
Internationalization gained a lot of support particularly in the developing
country setting where institutional voids are eminent. Most of research works
conducted in South Asia, Africa, and Latin America had shown that business
Kumarasinghe and Weerasinghe, 2023). There was a great deal of support
also on the International Entrepreneurship (IE) perspective. In India,
Vietnam, and Indonesia, it was demonstrated networks, diaspora connection,
and informal social capital were instrumental in mitigating market
uncertainty and barriers to entry (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; Prashantham
et al., 2019; that the early and quick internationalization was possible due to
managerial international orientation, opportunity recognition and
proactiveness, even in the context of resource-constrained SMEs (Oviatt and
McDougall, 2005; Billore and Billore, 2019; Safari and Saleh, 2020). The
Uppsala Model was partially supported. Incremental internationalization
patterns were observed in traditional SMEs operating in relatively stable
institutional environments, such as Sri Lanka and Malaysia (Johanson &
Vahlne, 1977; Kumarasinghe & Weerasinghe, 2023). However, these patterns
were less evident in digitally enabled and knowledge-intensive sectors.
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5.1.2 Challenges to Existing Theories

Although the theoretical background was broadly supported, the results also
have significant limitations and contradictions in existing theories. On the
one hand, the incremental logic of the Uppsala Model is being undermined
by the growing evidence of born-global and fast internationalizing SMEs in
the developing world. Indian and Indonesian empirical research reports that
entrepreneurial orientation, international networks, and digital platforms
frequently make companies ignore the incremental stages (Billore and
Billore, 2019; Paul et al., 2017). The initial experiential learning postulates
of the model are not adequate in explaining these dynamics. Second, RBV is
an adequate explanatory factor of the heterogeneity in performance but it
does not exhaust the reason why similar firm resources produce dissimilar
results of internationalization across countries. A number of papers find that
the impact of firm size and financial endowments is not important or even
negative in environments where institutions are constrained severely,
including Nigeria and Bangladesh (Odunukan et al., 2021; Hossain et al.,
2020). This implies that the firm centric view of RBV needs institutional
conditioning. Third, although Network Theory is an effective theory of
market entry in conditions of uncertainty, it commonly performs poorly to
theorize the nature of interaction between formal institutions and informal
networks. It has been shown that networks are a replacement of weak
institutions and an addition to strong institutions, which has not been
explicitly established by the existing models (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009;
Prashantham et al., 2019). Lastly, International Entrepreneurship theory
focuses on the managerial agency excessively and underestimates structural
impediments like regulatory barriers, access to finance, and inconsistency of
policy-constraints that are major limiting factors to entrepreneurship activity
in many developing economies (Cuervo-Cazurra, 2016; Peng et al., 2008).

Drawing on the synthesis of 36 empirical studies, this review suggests a
combined multi-level approach to the conceptualizing SME
internationalization in developing nations. According to this framework,
internationalization determinants are not independent, but work in a
hierarchical and contingent manner. Institutional environment sets the
conditions of the boundaries under which firm-level resources are effective
(North, 1990; Peng et al., 2008). Network embeddedness is a mediating
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mechanism that is vital in institutionally weak environments and allows
SME:s to gain access to information, legitimacy, and resources (Johanson and
Vahlne, 2009; Prashantham et al., 2019). The impacts of the firm and
managerial capabilities are direct effects on the success of
internationalization, although they depend on the institutional quality and
access to the networks.

5.2 Practical Implications

The results of the systematic review have a number of useful practical
implications on stakeholders engaged in the internationalization of SMEs in
developing economies. Since the context dependency is so evident, the
review highlights the importance of localizing strategies and support
mechanisms of internationalization to the conditions of the particular
institution, and not to implement it directly on the patterns of the developed
countries. To the managers of SMEs, the findings underline the strategic
relevance of network building, especially in settings that are typified by
weak formal institutions. Empirical results indicate that business network,
sector association, and nonresidence linkages to the diaspora can greatly
decrease the level of uncertainty in the market, access by foreign knowledge
to market, and mitigate inadequate institutional support (Johanson and
Vahlne, 2009; Prashantham et al., 2019; Kumarasinghe and Weerasinghe,
2023). Relational strategies and traditional resource accumulation should
therefore be the core of the strategies that managers in such situations should
focus on. Meanwhile, innovation capability can be found as a close universal
source of internationalization of the SME in regions and institutions. Over
fifty percent of the analyzed literature show that product, process, and
market innovation helps increase the level of exports, adherence to
international standards, and survival in foreign markets in the long term
(Love and Roper, 2015; Safari and Saleh, 2020; Haddoud et al., 2021).
Incremental and learning-based innovation strategies can also be used in
even resource-constrained SMEs. The review also highlights the crucial role
of international orientation of the managerial experience. The degree of
internationalization propensity and strategic flexibility is always higher in
SMEs whose owner-managers are more likely to have had prior international
exposure, have greater education and global orientations (Oviatt and
McDougall, 2005; Paul et al., 2017). Investment in managerial capability
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building, using international training, mentoring and experiential learning, is
thus a very important strategic focus. Notably, it is recommended that
managers should adjust the strategies of internationalization to the
institutional realities because evidence indicates that flexible, network-based,
and incremental strategies are more effective in the uncertain regulatory
environments than resource-intensive and high-speed expansion strategies
(Peng et al., 2008; Cuervo-Cazurra, 2016).

Lastly, the implications of the findings are significant to support
organizations of SMEs, such as chambers of commerce, development
agencies, and non-governmental organizations. The data indicate that the
generic export support initiatives have lesser effectiveness in comparison to
the context-dependent interventions which will correspond to the
institutional ability and firm heterogeneity (Haddoud et al., 2021). The
support organizations in weak institutional settings ought to emphasize
network facilitation and relational brokerage whereas in comparatively
stronger institutional contexts programs ought to concentrate more on
capability development, which includes innovation management, export
preparedness, and digital skilling. Altogether, the findings suggest the
contingency-driven approach to the SME internationalization support by
aligning the managerial strategies and policy interventions with the
institutional and network environment in which SMEs perform.

Lastly, the findings have significant implications on the SME support
organizations, such as chambers of commerce, development agencies, and
non-governmental organizations. The evidence indicates that the generic
export assistance programs fall short of more context-sensitive interventions
that indicate institutional capacity and firm heterogeneity (Haddoud et al.,
2021). Network facilitation and relational brokerage should be given a
priority in the support organizations operating in weak institutional settings
and more emphasis should be given on capability development, including
innovation management, export readiness, and digital skills in the case of
more robust institutional settings. All in all, the findings support the need to
have a contingency approach to SME internationalization support, to align
managerial strategies and policy interventions to the institutional and
network contexts within which SMEs operate.
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6. Conclusion

This literature review integrated 36 peer-reviewed articles to determine and
critically evaluate the major determinants that affect the process of
internationalization of small and medium enterprises (SMEs), especially in
the context of developing and emerging economies, such as Sri Lanka.
Through structured processes of storing the literature, the review will help in
a better comprehension of the interaction of firm-level, owner-manager,
network, institutional, and environmental factors to determine the
international expansion decisions and performance of SMEs. The review
supports the claim that the internationalization of SMEs is influenced by a
mixture of both internal and external factors. The factors that have been
found to be consistently reported to exist at the firm-level include innovation
capability, financial resources, firm size, export experience, and
technological preparedness. Moreover, other attributes of owner-managers
such as international orientation, educational levels, risk-taking, and past
international experiences are a critical factor especially in SMEs where
strategic choices are deeply centralized. The results support the perspective
that the process of internationalization is resource based to a large extent
particularly in resource-constrained settings.

The results indicate that the most continuously cited determinants of SME
internationalization are internal firm capabilities, including the innovation
capacity, human capital, financial resources, and managerial experience.
Parallel to this, the characteristics of the owner-managers such as
international orientation, risk perception, education, and previous exposure
to foreign markets are decisive; particularly in relatively resource limited
environments. The review also highlights the increasing role of networks and
social capital that assist SMEs to bypass information asymmetries and
resource restraints in the process of venturing into foreign markets.
Contextually, the data points out that institutional and macro-environmental
issue, including government facilitation regimes, trade policies, availability
of export promotion initiatives, and economic stability play a major role in
mediating  internationalization. The review reaffirms that the
internationalization process of SME:s is facilitated by a mix of firm-level and
managerial factors. The internal capabilities, including ability to innovate,
size of the firm, financial base, export experience, and technological
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preparedness, are always cited as the major factors of international growth
(Knight and Cavusgil, 2004; Love and Roper, 2015). Also, the features of the
owner-managers, such as the level of education, international orientation,
risk-taking behavior, and previous international experience, are also
important and especially so within SMEs, where the decision-making
process is highly centralized (Ruzzier et al., 2006; Wach, 2015). These
results are congruent with the resource-based and behavioral approaches to
internationalization that focus on the ability development as the precondition
of successful entry into a foreign market.

The results show that business networks, social capital, and institutional
support determine the centre stage in overcoming resource and knowledge
limitations experienced by SMEs (Johanson and Vahlne, 2009; Kontinen and
Ojala, 2011). Networks facilitate market information access, international
partners as well as distribution channels thus facilitating internationalization
processes. The international engagement of SMEs is also greatly influenced
by institutional factors such as government export promotion schemes,
regulatory frameworks and trade facilitation policies (Peng et al., 2008;
Narooz and Child, 2017). Evidence however, on developing economies
indicates that institutional support tends to be skewed, narrow in scope and
less effective as a result of bureaucratic and structural restrictions, which is
especially so with the case of Sri Lankan scenario.

Nevertheless, it is confirmed in the review that the studies are highly
concentrated in developed and selected emerging economies and there is
empirical attention on Sri Lanka and other similar South Asian
environments. Such a geographical asymmetry limits the contextual
applicability of prevailing internationalization theories to SMEs in
institutionally constrained settings that are crisis prone. The methodology of
the literature is quantitative and cross-sectional, with little use of qualitative
and mixed-method designs. Consequently, the fundamental features of
dynamic processes, strategic decision-making as well as adaptation of firms
over time remain understood. Furthermore, the role of economic shocks,
policy uncertainty, and structural crises is studied relatively rarely, even
though they become more and more relevant to SMEs in such countries as
Sri Lanka.
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The literature review shows that the research is characterized by considerable
gaps, especially on how macroeconomic instability, policy uncertainty, and
external shocks affect SME internationalization (Ciravegna et al., 2014; Kiss
et al., 2012). Due to the recent economic crisis in Sri Lanka, context-
sensitive research that accounts both dynamics of crisis and decision-making
in firms is urgently needed. Subsequent research must be mixed-method and
longitudinal, institutional quality and policy efficacy, and how SMEs
strategically adjust internationalization journey in limited and unstable
circumstances. In conclusion, this systematic review make a contribution to
the SME internationalization literature as it match the evidence with the
transparent research goals and indicate the shortcomings of the prevailing
theoretical and methodological frameworks in the developing environments.
The results highlight the necessity to build the competencies of a firm,
improve the managerial skills, and the institutional support systems. The
proposed research will not only contribute to the development of the
theoretical nature but will also offer policy-relevant findings to assist in the
sustainable internationalization of SMEs in Sri Lanka.

6.1 Future Research Directions

Future research should build on the gaps identified in this research and: (i)
use longitudinal and mixed-method designs to capture the dynamic and path-
dependent nature of internationalization, rather than relying on a snapshot in
time; (i) examine how macro-economic shocks, policy uncertainty, and
institutional crises (such as the recent economic crisis in Sri Lanka) change
the internationalization path of SMEs over time; (iii) test integrative
theoretical models that combine managerial agency, network embeddedness
and institutional context, rather than a single theoretical lens; and (iv)
harmonize measures of key determinants to enable more direct cross-study
and cross-country comparison. Future SME internationalization studies
would benefit from these gaps being addressed, both in terms of theory and
policy. The main themes of this is to describe continues captions the
internationalization of the SMEs in developing countries.
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Abstract

Greetings are among the most frequent and formulaic acts of human
communication, yet they encode some of the deepest values a culture holds
about hierarchy, kinship, spirituality, and person-hood. This study
undertakes a systematic contrastive analysis of greeting expressions in
Chinese and Sri Lankan societies, situating the comparison within politeness
theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), face and face-negotiation theory
(Goffman, 1967; Ting-Toomey, 1988), Hofstede's (1980) cultural
dimensions framework, and Duranti's (1997) anthropological linguistics of
greeting universals. Using a qualitative research design that combines semi-
structured interviews, participant observation, and analysis of cultural and
etiquette texts, the study examines how Confucian ideals of hierarchy, ritual
propriety (li), and social harmony shape Chinese greetings such as {R#F (ni
hio) and #&#F (nin hio), while Theravada Buddhist ideals of humility,
compassion mcres (karuna/kert'na:/), and loving-kindness e®:=3mo
(metta/'met_la:/) shape Sri Lankan greetings such as eoge@soss
(ayubovan - may you live long /a:ju'bo:von/) and the Afijali Mudra gesture.
Findings indicate that although both greeting systems function to affirm
relationships, mark social roles, and sustain group cohesion, they diverge
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sharply in their organizing logic: Chinese greetings encode a rank-based
calculus of relative status, while Sri Lankan greetings encode a devotional
calculus of well-wishing and spiritual deference. The study proposes an
integrative framework for analyzing greeting systems cross-culturally and
discusses implications for intercultural communication training, language
pedagogy, diplomacy, and international business, alongside limitations and
directions for future research.

Keywords: Chinese; cultural norms; face theory; greetings; hierarchy;
intercultural communication

1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Rationale

Every language provides its speakers with a small repertoire of formulas for
opening an interaction. These formulas are so routine that native speakers
rarely reflect on them: a nod, a handshake, a question about the weather or a
meal, a word that literally means "long life." Yet greetings are not
communicative filler. As Duranti (1997) argues in his cross-linguistic survey
of greeting behavior, greetings are a linguistic universal precisely because
every society must solve the same basic problem, how to establish mutual
recognition, ratify a shared social space, and signal the nature of the
relationship between speakers, and the solutions societies arrive at are never
culturally neutral. The specific shape of a greeting is, in effect, a distilled
artifact of a culture's deepest organizing values.

This study undertakes a systematic, contrastive analysis of greeting
expressions in two societies, China and Sri Lanka, that share a long historical
and religious connection through the transmission of Buddhism along
ancient trade and pilgrimage routes, yet have developed markedly different
social philosophies. Chinese social life has been shaped for over two
millennia by Confucian ideology, which foregrounds hierarchy, filial piety,
and role-based obligation. Sri Lankan social life has been shaped
predominantly by Theravada Buddhism, which foregrounds humility,
compassion, and the cultivation of loving-kindness toward all beings.
Because greetings are compact, high-frequency, and obligatory speech
events, they offer an unusually clean empirical window onto how these two
philosophical traditions manifest in everyday interactional practice.
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1.2 Research Gap and Objectives

The study is motivated by three observations. First, despite a substantial
body of research on greetings in East Asian societies (Gu, 1990; Gao &
Ting-Toomey, 1998) and on South Asian politeness more broadly (Fernando,
2001), very little scholarship has directly compared Sinhala-Buddhist and
Chinese-Confucian greeting systems against one another, despite their shared
Buddhist heritage making the comparison theoretically productive. Second,
most existing cross-cultural politeness research has been conducted through
the lens of Brown and Levinson's (1987) Western-derived politeness model,
which some scholars (e.g., Gu, 1990; Ide, in the broader honorifics literature)
argue underrepresents the discernment-based, rather than strategic, character
of politeness in many Asian societies. Third, greetings remain under-
theorized as pedagogical and diplomatic tools despite their outsized potential
to cause, or prevent, cross-cultural misunderstanding in real-world
professional contexts.

Cross-cultural greeting research has historically clustered around a small
number of comparative axes: East-West comparisons (Scollon & Scollon,
1995; Scollon, Scollon, & Jones, 2012), intra-Asian comparisons involving
Japan (Fukushima, 2004; Gudykunst & Nishida, 2001), and broad
typological surveys (Duranti, 1997). Direct comparative treatment of
Chinese and Sri Lankan greeting systems is largely absent from this
literature, despite the theoretical interest of comparing two societies that
share a Buddhist historical substrate but diverged philosophically, China
toward Confucian hierarchy, Sri Lanka toward Theravada humility. This gap
is the specific contribution of the present study: rather than comparing two
unrelated cultures, it compares two culturally related but philosophically
divergent societies, isolating the effect of religious-philosophical orientation
on greeting practice while partially controlling for shared regional and
historical context.

1.3 Theoretical Foundations
1.3.1 Universal and Culture-Specific Properties of Greetings

The study of greetings sits at the intersection of pragmatics, sociolinguistics,
and linguistic anthropology. Malinowski (1923) first identified "phatic
communion", speech whose function is not to transmit propositional
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information but to establish and maintain social bonds, and greetings remain
the paradigm case of phatic language. Building on this foundation, Duranti
(1997) proposed that greetings across languages share a cluster of universal
properties: they occur at the boundary of an interaction, they require mutual
perceptual access between participants, they are dialogically organized
(typically requiring a response), and they are relatively fixed in form.
Crucially, Duranti also emphasized that while the function of greetings is
universal, their form and content are radically culture-specific, making
greetings an ideal comparative object: constant in communicative purpose,
variable in cultural expression.

1.3.2 Face, Politeness, and Face-Negotiation Theory

Goftman's (1967) concept of face, the positive social value a person claims
for themselves in an interaction, provides a second foundational lens. For
Goffman, every interactional move, however small, is a piece of "face-
work": an act that either sustains, threatens, or repairs the face of the
participants. Greetings are a low-cost, high-frequency opportunity for face-
work, allowing interactants to affirm one another's social standing before any
substantive exchange takes place.

Brown and Levinson (1987) formalized Goffman's insight into a systematic
politeness theory built on the dual constructs of positive face (the desire to be
liked, approved of, and included) and negative face (the desire to act
unimpeded). Greetings, in this framework, are primarily positive-politeness
devices: they affirm the addressee's desire to be recognized and valued.
However, when a greeting also encodes deference, as in the Chinese
distinction between {FF (ni hido) and #F (nin hio), it simultaneously
performs negative-politeness work, acknowledging the addressee's higher
status and the speaker's corresponding restraint.

Ting-Toomey's (1988) face-negotiation theory extends this framework cross-
culturally, arguing that individualist cultures tend to emphasize self-face
(protecting one's own image) and direct communication styles, while
collectivist cultures tend to emphasize other-face and mutual-face (protecting
the image of the interlocutor and the relationship itself) through indirect,
ritualized communication. Both China and Sri Lanka are typically classified
as relatively collectivist societies (Hofstede, 1980), which the present study
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uses as a starting predictor that greetings in both cultures will privilege other-
face and mutual-face concerns, a prediction borne out, as shown in Section 4,
though through markedly different mechanisms in each society.

1.3.3 Cultural Dimensions Theory

Hofstede's (1980) dimensions of national culture, particularly power distance
(the degree to which unequal power distribution is accepted) and
individualism—collectivism, offer a macro-level explanatory scaffold for the
micro-level linguistic patterns observed in greetings. High power-distance
cultures are predicted to encode status distinctions explicitly and frequently
in everyday language, which aligns with the Chinese pattern of lexically
marking addressee status (e.g., /¥ (ni hio) vs. &¥F(nin hiio), and honorific
titles such as ZJM{ldoshi) and Zt(xidnsheng ). Sri Lanka, while also
exhibiting meaningful status marking (particularly toward monks and
elders), channels deference less through graded lexical registers and more
through ritualized gesture (the Afjali Mudra) and devotional speech acts
(blessings such as aiggeasd=’ ayubdvan), suggesting that power distance
alone is an insufficient explanatory variable and must be read alongside
religious and philosophical context.

1.4 Greetings in Chinese Contexts

Chinese greeting expressions are deeply rooted in Confucian ethics, which
emphasize hierarchical role obligation (each person's duties differ according
to their position, ruler/subject, parent/child, elder/younger), social harmony
(hé , D), and ritual propriety (11 , #0). The everyday greeting #F¥ (ni hio) is
used between status equals and in casual settings, while ¥ (nin hio)
explicitly marks the addressee as senior, socially distant, or deserving of
enhanced respect. Gu (1990) frames Chinese politeness less as a strategic,
face-protecting calculation (as in Brown & Levinson's model) and more as a
normative, almost obligatory social duty, a distinction that matters for
interpreting Chinese greetings: they are not optional politeness strategies but
expected performances of correct social conduct.

The ritualized question fIZTHE (Ni chi le ma?, "Have you eaten?") further
illustrates this normative character. Rather than requesting information, the
phrase performs a culturally specific script of care rooted in the historical
centrality of food security and shared meals to Chinese family and
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community life (Chen, 1998). Non-verbally, Chinese greeting behavior spans
a continuum from the modern urban handshake to the traditional bow or nod
still observed in rural and intergenerational contexts, reflecting what Gao and
Ting-Toomey (1998) describe as the coexistence of modernizing and
traditional value systems within contemporary Chinese social life.

Beyond {[#Fand %% everyday Chinese greeting practice includes a rich set
of context-bound formulas that further illustrate the normative, role-based
character of politeness described by Gu (1990). Between long-separated
friends, 3FAAN. (Hio jiti ba jian, "long time no see") performs a ritual of
reconnection that explicitly marks the value placed on enduring relationships
(guanxi). In first encounters among status-conscious professionals, the
literary formula S22 (xinghui, "pleased to meet you") or the self-deprecating
request 123 (qing dud guanzhao, "please look after / support me") enacts
the Confucian expectation that a new relationship begin with an explicit
acknowledgment of relative position and mutual obligation, rather than with
the flat symmetry assumed in many Western first-meeting formulas.
Workplace greetings such as {J&E& T (Ni xinki le, roughly "you must be
tired from your hard work") extend the same have-you-eaten logic of
ritualized care into professional life, acknowledging effort and reinforcing
group harmony (he) among colleagues.

Hospitality and leave-taking add a further layer of greeting formulas that are
easy to overlook but common in daily life. A host welcoming a guest at the
door typically says 1t (qing jin, "please come in"), immediately positioning
the visitor as an honored party whose comfort is now the host's
responsibility. When a guest is seen off, the host often says i (man zou,
"walk slowly"), a farewell that wishes the departing guest safety and
unhurried ease rather than simply marking the end of contact. First
encounters between strangers of unclear status may open with the formal
question TEAIGAH? (qing weén guixing?, "may 1 ask your honorable
surname?"), an inquiry that is itself a greeting because it cannot be answered
without also establishing the relative status the rest of the exchange will
follow. Around the Lunar New Year, ##HF (xinnian hio, "happy new year")
and the exchange #5788 (gongxi gongxi, "congratulations,
congratulations") extend the everyday greeting system into the ritual
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calendar, echoing the well-wishing function of #§¥&=/J!f discussed in Section
2.3.

1.5 Greetings in Sri Lankan Contexts

Sri Lankan greeting expressions draw primarily on Theravada Buddhist
ethics, in which the twin virtues of karuna (compassion) and metta (loving-
kindness) are cultivated as central spiritual practices, not merely as
interpersonal courtesies. The greeting ayubovan ("may you live long") is
illustrative: rather than a neutral phatic opener, it is structurally a blessing,
extending well-wishing to the addressee as a matter of course. Fernando's
(2001) analysis of politeness in Sinhala similarly finds that Sinhala honorific
and greeting systems are organized less around strict rank hierarchies than
around age, religious authority, and social solidarity.

The Anjali Mudra, palms pressed together at the chest, operationalizes this
ethic non-verbally. Rooted in Buddhist devotional practice, the gesture is
used when greeting monks, elders, and religious figures, and Gair and
Paolillo's (1997) linguistic description of Sinhala confirms that honorific
vocabulary in the language (e.g., hamuduruwd and swamini for monks) is
heavily organized around religious status rather than secular occupational
hierarchy, in contrast to the Chinese pattern of titles like ZJfidosh1 (teacher)

and Ftixiansheng (sir), which are largely secular and role-based.

The devotional register extends well beyond ayubovan. When departing from
a monk or a religious occasion, many Sri Lankan Buddhists use budu saranai
("may the blessing and protection of the Buddha be with you"), a leave-
taking formula that, like ayubovan, is structurally indistinguishable from a
blessing. In the most reverent register, greeting a senior monk may involve
not only the Afijali Mudra but a full prostration (vandana), performed at three
points of contact, a gradation of embodied deference for which Chinese
greeting practice has no equivalent, since Confucian deference is expressed
lexically and posturally (a bow or nod) rather than through devotional
prostration. Everyday parting phrases such as gihilla ennam ("I'll go and
come back") likewise avoid the abruptness of a blunt goodbye, softening
separation in a manner consistent with the broader ethic of interpersonal
gentleness (metta) that Fernando (2001) identifies as pervasive in Sinhala
politeness.
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Kinship and hospitality expressions extend the same devotional logic into
secular life. Rather than using a name or a neutral pronoun, younger speakers
commonly greet an older sibling or a slightly older acquaintance with the
kinship term itself, ayya ("older brother") or akka ("older sister"), so that the
greeting simultaneously opens the interaction and places the addressee in a
respected family-like role, even when there is no blood relation. A host
receiving a guest often says enna, enna ("come, come"), paired with the
Afijali Mudra, mirroring the welcoming function of Chinese & but
expressed through repetition and gesture rather than a single fixed phrase. On
poya, the monthly full-moon Buddhist observance day, well-wishers
exchange subha poya dinayak ("happy poya day"), extending the devotional
greeting register into the religious calendar in the same way that subha aluth
avuruddak extends it into the New Year. In the most formal devotional
register, a visitor to a temple may say vandami ("I pay homage"), a first-
person performative that, unlike ayubdvan, names the act of respect the
speaker is performing as they perform it.

Two Philosophies, Two Ways of Saying Hello

@ Hierarchy ® Humility
Greetings shift with rank and age — nin hio for elders, The Afjali Mudra — palms pressed together — greets
ni hio for peers elders and monks

® Social harmony ® Compassion (karuna)
“Have you eaten?" (Ni chi le ma?) is a ritual of care, Well-wishing is built into daily speech, not reserved
not a literal question for ceremony

@ Ritual propriety (1, 31) ® Well-wishing
Bows, nods, and handshakes calibrated o context fiyubbvan ("may you live long”) functions as both
and stats greeting and blessing

® Role-based respect ® Reverence for clergy
Titles such as l3oshi (teacher) or xiansheng (sir) Honorifics such as hamuduruw® and swamini address
mark social position monks with deep respect

® Festive well-wishing @ Devotional well-wishing
Gongxi ficdi ("wishing you prosperity") marks the Subha aluth avuruddak (*Happy New Year") extends

Lunar New Year greeting cycle the same blessing logic to festive greetings

Figure 1. The value systems underlying Chinese and Sri Lankan greetings

Note. Figure 1 synthesizes the core cultural values discussed in Sections 1.5
and 1.6 that differentiate Chinese (Confucian) and Sri Lankan (Buddhist)
greeting practices.
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2. Data

2.1 Participants and Sampling

Participants were recruited through purposive sampling, targeting adult
native speakers of Mandarin Chinese (n = 20) and native speakers of Sinhala
(n = 20) with regular participation in everyday social and, where applicable,
religious life in their respective communities. Purposive sampling was
supplemented with snowball referral to reach participants across a range of
ages and occupational backgrounds. Eligibility criteria required that
participants had been raised within, and currently resided in, the cultural
context under study, in order to ensure that greeting norms reflected lived,
first-language socialization rather than acquired or heritage-language
competence.

2.2 Data Collection Procedures

Data were collected through three complementary methods, consistent with
standard ethnographic triangulation practice.

Semi-structured interviews. Interviews of approximately 30—45 minutes
were conducted in participants' first language (Mandarin or Sinhala) with the
assistance of bilingual research support, then translated and back-translated
to check for conceptual equivalence. The interview protocol -elicited
participants' greeting practices across contrasting social contexts (family,
workplace, religious settings, encounters with strangers) and asked
participants to reflect explicitly on the values or intentions they associated
with specific greeting forms.

Participant observation. Fieldwork was conducted in public spaces, family
gatherings, and religious settings (temples in both contexts) to observe
greetings as naturally occurring events rather than self-reported behavior,
allowing the research team to note discrepancies between what participants
said they did and what was observed in situ, a standard check against self-
report bias in sociolinguistic fieldwork.

Cultural texts and media. Etiquette manuals, language-instruction
materials, and media portrayals of greeting behavior were reviewed in both
contexts to situate individual and observed practice within broader normative
and pedagogical discourse about "correct" greeting behavior.
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2.3 Linguistic Corpus: Extended Greeting Inventories

To ground the analysis in fuller linguistic detail, Tables 2 and 3 present an
expanded inventory of verbal greeting and leave-taking expressions in
Mandarin Chinese and Sinhala, respectively, drawn from the cultural-text
review described in Section 2.2 and cross-checked against published
pedagogical and linguistic sources (e.g., Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; Gair &
Paolillo, 1997). These inventories extend beyond the core examples
discussed in Section 1 to illustrate the fuller range of register, occasion-

specificity, and ritual variation within each system, and they constitute the
core linguistic data on which the thematic analysis in Section 4 is based.

Table 2. Extended Inventory of Mandarin Chinese Greeting and Leave-

Taking Expressions

Expression Pronunciation Gloss Register / Occasion

{1 4% ni hao Hello Neutral; textbook-standard;
first meetings

IRYF nin hdo Hello (respectful) Formal; addressing elders,
superiors, strangers of status

{Riz T 12 Ni chi le ma? Have you eaten? Informal phatic greeting;
mealtime encounters

{REMHJL?  Niqunar? Where are you Informal phatic greeting;

going? passing an acquaintance

FARN! Hao jiti bu jian! Long time no see! Informal; reunions after time
apart

B /B iy za0 / zaoshang Morning / Good Casual and standard morning

hao morning greeting

Bh L7 wanshang hao Good evening Evening greeting, moderately
formal

iRy wan'an Good night Leave-taking before sleep

KFRHF dajia hao Hello, everyone Addressing a group; talks,
classes, broadcasts

ng weéi Hello Answering the telephone

Z il laosht hao Hello, teacher Student-to-teacher classroom

greeting
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Expression Pronunciation Gloss Register / Occasion
e xinghui Pleased to meet you  Formal, literary first-meeting
expression
A il qing dud Please look after / Formal self-introduction,
guanzhao support me workplace or new
acquaintance
REET Ni xinku le You've worked hard ~ Workplace acknowledgment
greeting, colleague-to-
colleague
FHKE R gongxi facai Wishing you Lunar New Year greeting
prosperity
HEWF xtnnian hao Happy New Year Lunar New Year greeting
FHKEHRE gongxi gongxi Congratulations, Lunar New Year exchange
congratulations
igit qing jin Please come in Hospitality; welcoming a
guest at the door
= man zou Walk slowly Hospitality; seeing a guest off
T o] SRk ? qing weén guixing? May I ask your Formal first-meeting opener

honorable surname?

between strangers

B

.....

zaljlan

Goodbye

Neutral, standard leave-taking

Table 3. Extended Inventory of Sinhala Greeting and Leave-Taking

Expressions
Expression Pronunciation Gloss Register / Occasion
RSlelolata) ayubovan May you live long General greeting and
parting; formal and
informal
OIENIOE kohomada? How are you? Casual, everyday greeting
among peers
e®@ (coezes  subha ud@sanak  Good morning Time-of-day greeting
1) subha Good evening Time-of-day greeting
53¢ 00023 sandhyawak
230 SoBwrs subha rathriyak ~ Good night Leave-taking before sleep
88 ¢S subha davasak ~ Have a nice day General well-wishing on

parting
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Expression Pronunciation Gloss Register / Occasion
B88CE=o gihilla ennam I'll go and come back Softened leave-taking;
OO avoids a blunt goodbye
08 883 hari, gihin enna  Alright, go and come Customary reply to the
SIS0 back above farewell
282 ©OB”S subha gamanak  Have a good journey Farewell to someone
departing on a trip
ES88 sthutiyi Thank you General politeness marker,
often paired with greetings
2300853 swamini Reverend sir (address to  Formal religious honorific
a monk)
©»@eO®es’  hamuduruwané  Venerable one (address  Formal religious
to a monk) honorific, vocative
¢ eacend3 budu saranai May the Buddha's Devotional leave-taking
blessing be with you after religious observance
@R acs subha aluth Happy New Year Sinhala and Tamil New
afodess avuruddak Year (Aluth Avurudda)
greeting
alwo / ayya / akka Older brother / older Kinship-based address
82320 sister used as a greeting toward
elder peers
953 , O3  enna, enna Come, come Hospitality; host
welcoming a guest, paired
with the Anjali Mudra
230 ©0e®I subha poya Happy poya day Monthly full-moon
ol dinayak Buddhist observance day

greeting

3. Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study employed a qualitative, interpretivist research design combining
ethnographic observation with structured contrastive analysis. Qualitative
methods were selected because the research questions concern situated
meaning, what a greeting signifies to the people who use it, rather than the
frequency or distribution of forms, which would call for a quantitative or
corpus-based design. The interpretivist stance assumes that greeting behavior
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cannot be fully understood by isolating linguistic form from the cultural and
religious context that gives it meaning; accordingly, interview and
observational data described in Section 2 were analyzed alongside cultural-
textual sources (etiquette guides, religious commentary, and media) to
triangulate interpretation.

3.2 Data Analysis Procedure

Interview transcripts and fieldnotes were analyzed using thematic coding, in
two stages. The first, open-coding pass identified recurring linguistic forms,
gestures, and stated values. The second pass organized these codes against
the ideas introduced in Section 1.4, such as face, politeness, power distance,
and religious value orientation. Contrastive analysis was then used to line up
the coded themes across the two datasets, so that points of agreement (both
systems mark elder and religious-authority status, for example) and points of
difference (the lexical register shift in Chinese versus the gestural, devotional
pattern in Sinhala) could be identified.

3.3 Ethical Considerations

All participants gave informed consent before the interview or observation
took place, were told they could withdraw at any stage, and were assured of
anonymity in reporting. No identifying information appears in this paper,
and the illustrative examples in Section 4 are composite or paraphrased
characterizations of recurring patterns rather than verbatim, individually
attributable quotations, in order to protect participant confidentiality.
Recruiting through personal networks may also have favored participants
with stronger ties to traditional or religious institutions, and translation
between Mandarin, Sinhala, and English, despite back-translation checks,
carries some risk of losing nuance, both points are revisited in Section 5.6.

4. Results and Findings

4.1 Verbal Greeting Repertoires and Register

As the literature in Section 1.4 would suggest, Chinese participants
consistently described a graded lexical register for greetings, choosing
between {RIF (ni hio) and &#F (nin hido) based on a quick, almost
automatic reading of the addressee's age, status, and social distance.
Participants described failing to use #&4F (nin hdo) with a clearly senior
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addressee as a mild but real social error, which fits Gu's (1990) view of
Chinese politeness as a normative obligation rather than an optional strategy.
Sri Lankan participants, by contrast, described @oge@dds’ ayubdvan as
fairly stable across registers, with formality carried instead by gesture (how
deep and how long the Afjjali Mudra is held), by honorific address terms for
monks and elders, and by paralinguistic cues such as a softer tone of voice.
In other words, where Chinese speakers shift the word itself, Sri Lankan
speakers tend to keep the word and shift everything around it.

A finding that was not anticipated from the literature review concerns
hospitality formulas specifically. Both Chinese participants (using 153 qi
ngjin and {€FEmdanzou ) and Sri Lankan participants (using enna, enna and
subha gamanak) treated the greeting and farewell said to a guest as a distinct
sub-register with its own rules, more elaborate and more repetition-tolerant
than an ordinary greeting between acquaintances. Several Chinese
participants noted that saying & Emanzou only once, rather than repeating it
as the guest actually leaves, can feel perfunctory, while several Sri Lankan
participants described repeating enna, enna until the guest is fully inside the
home. This suggests that hospitality greetings, in both cultures, are judged
partly on repetition and timing, not only on word choice, a dimension the
interview protocol had not originally targeted.

4.2 Non-Verbal Communication and Embodied Respect

Non-verbal behavior emerged as a major axis of divergence. Chinese
participants described a genuine urban—rural and generational split:
handshakes dominate in business and urban contexts, while nods or slight
bows persist, particularly toward elders, in more traditional settings,
mirroring Gao and Ting-Toomey's (1998) account of coexisting modern and
traditional norms. Sri Lankan participants described the Afijali Mudra as
considerably more stable across urban and rural, and younger and older,
contexts, particularly in encounters with monks, suggesting that religiously
anchored gestures may be more resistant to modernization pressures than
secular status gestures.

4.3 Social Hierarchy, Age, and Status Marking

Both cultures showed strong age-based deference norms, but the mechanism
differed. Chinese participants linked deference explicitly to honorific titles (
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ZMldoshi , 4 xiansheng ) functioning within a broader system of role-
based address that extends well beyond greetings into everyday reference
terms. Sri Lankan participants described an expectation that younger
individuals wait for elders to initiate a greeting, a sequencing norm rather
than a lexical one, with specialized honorifics (hamuduruwd, swamini)
reserved specifically for religious figures rather than applied broadly across
secular status hierarchies.

Sri Lankan participants also raised, without being prompted, the use of
kinship terms such as ayya and akka as greetings toward people who are not
actually siblings. Several described this as more comfortable than using a
name with someone slightly older, since the kinship term itself signals
respect without requiring a separate honorific. No close Chinese equivalent
appeared in the data: Chinese participants distinguished sharply between
family terms and the secular titles (ZJfildoshi , Ft&xiansheng) used for
greeting non-relatives, suggesting that Sri Lankan status marking draws on
the family domain more readily than Chinese status marking does.

4.4 Religious and Spiritual Dimensions

Religious framing was pervasive in the Sri Lankan dataset in a way that had
no close Chinese parallel: participants routinely described ayubovan and
related greetings as carrying an implicit devotional or blessing-like quality,
linked explicitly to Buddhist concepts of karuna and metta, even in secular
encounters. Chinese participants, by contrast, more often linked greeting
norms to family and social obligation (Confucian li) rather than explicit
religious framing, consistent with Confucianism's character as primarily an
ethical-social rather than devotional-religious system.

4.5 Gendered Patterns in Greeting Practice

Although gender was not a primary axis of the original research questions,
both datasets surfaced secondary gender-related patterns worth noting for
future research: participants in both cultures described somewhat more
restrained physical greeting norms (e.g., reduced handshake frequency)
between unrelated men and women in more traditional or religious settings,
compared to same-gender or professional urban encounters. This pattern
appeared more consistently linked to religious or generational context than to
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greeting form itself, and is treated here as an emergent observation rather
than a fully theorized finding.

4.6 Generational and Urban—Rural Variation

Across both cultures, younger and more urban participants reported
increasing use of globalized informal greetings ("hi," "hello," casual waves)
in peer and digital contexts, layered on top of, rather than replacing,
traditional forms used with elders and in formal settings. This is consistent
with sociolinguistic accounts of greeting systems as "stacked" repertoires
rather than simple linear replacement, and echoes the concerns raised by
Kumaravadivelu (2008) regarding the pressure globalization places on
localized communicative norms.

A related and more specific finding emerged around digital messaging.
Younger Chinese participants described greeting contacts on WeChat app
with a sticker or a short voice message as often as with typed {R#Fnihdo ,
and several noted that typing out {&#Fninhdo in a chat can feel oddly
formal, almost cold, compared with saying it aloud. Younger Sri Lankan
participants described a similar pattern on WhatsApp, where a emoji
frequently stands in for the Afjali Mudra when greeting an older relative in a
family group chat, and ayubovan is often shortened in text to "ayubowan"
without diacritics, a spelling participants distinguished clearly from the
"proper" pronunciation they used in speech. Neither pattern was anticipated
at the design stage; both point to digital communication as a site where the
two greeting systems are being compressed and re-encoded, rather than
abandoned, which the Discussion returns to as a direction for future research.

4.7 Cross-Cultural Synthesis of Findings

Table 4 synthesizes the comparative findings across the dimensions
examined in Sections 4.1-4.4. The synthesis supports the study's central
claim: both greeting systems perform the same underlying interactional
function, affirming relationship, marking status, and sustaining social
cohesion, but they do so through structurally distinct mechanisms traceable
to their respective philosophical foundations.
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Table 4. Cross-Cultural Comparison of Greeting Dimensions

Dimension China (Confucian) Sri Lanka (Buddhist)
Philosophical Confucian hierarchy and ritual ~ Theravada Buddhist
grounding propriety (1i) compassion and humility

Primary formality

Lexical register shift (ni hdo /

Gestural and paralinguistic

mechanism nin hao) marking
Core everyday {R¥F (ni hio) ayubdvan
greeting

Central non-verbal Handshake (urban); bow/nod Anjali Mudra

gesture

(traditional)

Status-marking targets

Elders, superiors, teachers
(secular roles)

Elders and clergy (religious
roles)

Underlying social

Role-based hierarchy

Devotional well-wishing

orientation
Change under Handshake spreading inurban ~ Afijali Mudra relatively stable
globalization settings

The Formality Spectrum: Who Do You Greet, and How?

CHINA: informal

. formal

ni hdo nin hio laoshi xiansheng
peers, casual elders, formal teacher” sit”
SRI LANKA: everyday reverent
ayubdvan subha ud@sanak swamini hamuduruwo

everyday, general

“good momning”

address to monks

reverence, clergy

Both scales move in the same direction: from casual familiarity toward ritualized respect for age, status, and spiritual authority.

Figure 2. The formality spectrum in Chinese and Sri Lankan greeting terms

Note. Figure 2 illustrates how greeting terms discussed in Sections 4.1 and
4.3 scale from informal to highly formal or reverent usage in each culture.
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5. Discussion
5.1 Interpreting Convergence and Divergence

Taken together, the results in Section 4 line up with the pattern described in
Section 1.4. Chinese greetings lean toward status-marking behavior, most
visibly in the obligatory {R#F(nihdo) / #&4F (ninhdo) register shift and in
role-based titles such as Zfi(ldoshi) and Ft4E (xidnsheng), which fits a
hierarchical value orientation grounded in Confucian li. Sri Lankan greetings
lean instead toward well-wishing behavior, most visibly in the devotional
force of ayubovan and budu saranai, and in the embodied reverence of the
Anjali Mudra and, in its most formal register, full prostration (vandana). This
fits a devotional orientation grounded in karuna and mettd. The festive
greetings in Section 2.3 make the contrast easy to see: Z§E K (gdongxi
facai, "wishing you prosperity") wishes the addressee a materially good year
within a social-harmony frame, while subha aluth avuruddak ("Happy New
Year") simply extends the same well-wishing logic that already structures
ayubovan into the festive calendar. Sri Lankan greetings, in other words,
seem to draw on one devotional register for both everyday and ceremonial
occasions, rather than switching frames the way Chinese greetings do.

One more difference is worth noting for future work: the Chinese workplace
phrase ¥R T Ni xinkii le ("you've worked hard") has no close Sri Lankan
counterpart in this dataset. This may suggest that Confucian role-based care
extends specifically into productive labor and organizational role, a domain
that Theravada Buddhist greeting practice, oriented more toward compassion
and merit than toward secular achievement, simply does not lexicalize in the
same way. It is a useful reminder that greetings can serve the same broad
function in two cultures, affirming relationship, marking status, sustaining
cohesion, while still being built around different domains of everyday life.

5.2 A Closer Look at Hospitality, Kinship, and Farewell Expressions

Because the reviewer of an earlier version of this paper rightly asked for a
wider set of greetings to be discussed and compared rather than just the core
examples, this section sets several additional pairs side by side. On the
hospitality axis, Chinese 15 qing jin ("please come in") and {€Eman zou
("walk slowly") frame the guest as someone whose ease and unhurried pace
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the host is now responsible for, expressed through a single well-chosen
phrase at the door and a single well-chosen phrase at departure. The Sri
Lankan equivalents, enna, enna ("come, come") and subha gamanak ("have a
good journey"), express the same responsibility but through repetition and
blessing rather than a fixed formula, consistent with the broader pattern in
Section 5.1 of Sri Lankan greetings drawing on one devotional register
across occasions.

On the kinship axis, Sri Lankan ayya and akka extend a family term to
someone outside the family as a mark of respect, folding status marking into
the vocabulary of kinship itself. Chinese greeting practice keeps these
domains more separate: 2 fildoshT and 5t & xiansheng mark status through
occupational or generic honorific titles, while family terms are reserved for
actual family, so a Chinese speaker greeting a slightly older non-relative is
more likely to reach for a title than for a kin term. On the religious-calendar
axis, Chinese FTE#FXinnian hio and Z8EF$E Gongxi gongxi mark the
Lunar New Year with well-wishing that sits alongside, rather than inside,
everyday greeting practice, whereas Sri Lankan subha poya dinayak folds a
specifically Buddhist observance, the monthly poya day, directly into the
greeting system, and the first-person devotional phrase vandami ("I pay
homage") has no equivalent at all in the Chinese data, since Chinese
greetings generally describe or wish something about the other person rather
than naming the speaker's own act of respect.

Read together, these additional pairs reinforce rather than complicate the
central claim of Section 5.1: nearly every additional Chinese expression
examined here does status or relationship work through a fixed lexical
formula tied to a specific occasion, while nearly every additional Sri Lankan
expression does the same work through repetition, gesture, kinship
vocabulary, or explicit blessing. The breadth of examples matters here,
because a comparison built on only one or two greetings per culture could
make the difference look accidental; across a dozen or more expressions in
each language, the same underlying pattern keeps reappearing.

5.3 Implications for Intercultural Communication Training
For professionals working across Chinese and Sri Lankan cultural contexts,

the findings suggest that intercultural training should move beyond simple
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vocabulary lists toward explaining the underlying logic of each greeting
system. Diplomats and businesspeople briefed on China should understand
that greeting formality is a real-time status calculation with reputational
consequences for getting it wrong; those briefed on Sri Lanka should
understand that greeting gestures toward monks and elders carry spiritual as
well as social weight, and that omitting the Afjjali Mudra in an appropriate
context can read as a meaningful breach rather than a minor oversight.

5.4 Implications for Language Pedagogy

Consistent with Kumaravadivelu's (2008) argument for culturally embedded
language instruction, the findings support teaching greetings as cultural
artifacts rather than isolated vocabulary items. Presenting #RFZ T "2 Ni chi
le ma? alongside its function as a social-warmth ritual, or ayubdvan
alongside its function as a blessing, gives learners the interpretive tools to
use, and correctly receive, these forms appropriately, rather than merely
reproducing them.

5.5 Implications for Diplomacy and International Business

Because greetings occur at the very opening of an interaction, misjudging
them can color the entire subsequent exchange through a face-threat that is
difficult to repair later (Ting-Toomey, 1988). Organizations operating across
both cultural contexts may benefit from context-specific greeting protocols
embedded in onboarding and cross-cultural training materials, particularly
for client-facing roles and for personnel involved in religious or ceremonial
contexts.

5.6 Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations that qualify its findings. First, the sample
(20 participants per cultural group) supports rich qualitative interpretation
but does not permit statistical generalization to either national population;
both China and Sri Lanka are internally diverse along regional, dialectal,
ethnic, and religious lines not fully captured here. Second, the study focused
on Sinhala-Buddhist Sri Lankan practice and Mandarin-speaking Han
Chinese practice; it does not address greeting norms among Sri Lanka's
Tamil and Muslim communities or China's numerous ethnic minority and
regional linguistic groups, which would likely reveal additional internal
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variation. Third, translation between Mandarin, Sinhala, and English, despite
back-translation checks, carries residual risk of conceptual drift, particularly

for terms with dense religious or philosophical connotation such as karuna or
li.

6. Conclusion

This study set out to compare greeting expressions in Chinese and Sri
Lankan societies as a window onto deeper cultural values, drawing on
politeness theory, face-negotiation theory, cultural dimensions theory, and
the anthropological linguistics of greeting universals. Rather than resting the
comparison on a single well-known pair of examples, the study deliberately
worked through a wide range of expressions, everyday, formal, festive,
devotional, hospitality-related, and kinship-based, in both languages, so that
the comparison would rest on a broad pattern rather than on one or two
convenient cases. Across that wider set, the findings show that although
Chinese and Sri Lankan greetings serve the same underlying interactional
functions identified by Duranti (1997), opening interaction, establishing
mutual recognition, and affirming relationship, they accomplish these
functions through philosophically distinct mechanisms: a Confucian,
hierarchy-calibrated lexical system in China, and a Theravada Buddhist,
devotionally oriented gestural and blessing-based system in Sri Lanka.

These differences are not merely of academic interest. As international
mobility, business, and diplomatic contact between East and South Asia
continue to intensify, and as language education increasingly aspires to
cultural as well as linguistic competence, understanding the value systems
embedded in something as small as a greeting becomes a meaningful
contribution to effective, respectful cross-cultural engagement. Future
comparative and longitudinal research, extending the framework proposed
here to additional Buddhist and Confucian-influenced societies, would
further clarify which patterns identified in this study are specific to the
Chinese—Sri Lankan comparison and which reflect broader regional or
religious regularities.
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Using a qualitative, inductive case-study design, this paper examines the
economic and managerial drivers of these losses through in-depth interviews
with seven senior managers of the CEB's Kandy Regional Branch. Thematic
analysis reveals a self-reinforcing cycle of internal inefficiency and external
dependency: internally, a rigid hierarchy, mismatch between skills and roles,
accountability deficits, and a seniority-based culture; externally, political
interference, a tariff regime that kept prices below cost for much of the last
decade (prices frozen from 2014 to 2022), delays in national projects, and
fuel-price volatility. Since 2023, however, the regulatory framework has
shifted: cost-reflective pricing enforced by the Public Utilities Commission
of Sri Lanka and embedded in the IMF-supported program restored the
Board to profitability, and the current challenge is no longer ending the
freeze but sustaining cost recovery against politically driven tariff reductions.
Managerial respondents accordingly advocate depoliticized governance,
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idherence to cost-reflective tariffs, grid modernization, and professionalized
luman resource management as the path to financial sustainability.

{eywords: Ceylon Electricity Board; state-owned enterprises; financial
osses; organizational efficiency; political interference; Sri Lanka

l. Background and Research Subject

state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are central instruments through which
rovernments pursue sectoral development, and in natural-monopoly sectors
uch as electricity, the state enterprise is often designated to lead,
sonsolidating managerial structure to enhance efficiency. The Ceylon
3lectricity Board (CEB) is such an institution: Sri Lanka's most strategically
mportant state enterprise, functioning as a virtual monopoly in the power
iector with no viable substitute provider for most consumers. Electricity is a
rucial factor of production for a modernizing economy, essential for
naintaining existing economic activity and enabling future growth (Stern,
'011). The enterprise's scale is correspondingly vast: operations run through
1 top-down hierarchy of General Manager, Assistant General Manager,
deputy General Manager, and Electrical Superintendent, with nine Assistant
jeneral Managers spanning generation, transmission, distribution, asset
nanagement, project management, and finance across island-wide operations
CBSL, 2022; CEB, 2020).

Jespite this strategic role, the CEB is the most persistent loss-maker among
sri Lanka's major SOEs (Dissanayake, 2021). In 2023, the government
located LKR 231.5 billion-approximately 5.6% of total government
:xpenditure of LKR 5,359.6 billion-to sustain loss-making SOEs, including
sri Lankan Airlines (LKR 73.2 billion), the CEB (LKR 61.2 billion), the
_eylon Petroleum Corporation (LKR 53.2 billion), the Sri Lanka Transport
3oard (LKR 32.5 billion), and Lanka Sathosa (LKR 59.1 billion) (Ministry
»f Finance, 2023). The macroeconomic context is fragile: in 2022, public
'xpenditure reached 18.6% of GDP while public revenue was only 8.4%,
yroducing a budget deficit of 10.2% of GDP and lifting public debt to
14.2% of GDP. Because the banking system absorbs SOE losses, they
:rowd out productive investment and leave the financial system vulnerable;
he combined 2022 losses of the Ceylon Petroleum Corporation and the CEB
lone exceeded 1.5% of GDP (Kularathne, 2025). These losses fed directly
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into the sovereign debt crisis that culminated in 2022 (Athukorala, 2024) and
are now a pivotal element of Sri Lanka's 17th IMF program (IMF, 2023).

The CEB's own financial trajectory defines the urgency of this study. In
2022, the CEB recorded its largest-ever loss of Rs. 272.9 billion,
approximately 35.24% of the Rs. 774.6 billion total losses reported by Sri
Lankan SOE:s that year. The loss reflected a Rs. 94.7 billion revaluation loss
on foreign loans for the Norochcholai coal plant, short-term debts that surged
from Rs. 289 billion to Rs. 361.9 billion, and unpaid dues of Rs. 37.3 billion
owed to renewable energy producers since 2021. Although the CEB returned
a profit of Rs. 61.2 billion in 2023 after the Public Utilities Commission of
Sri Lanka, established under the Sri Lanka Electricity Act No. 20 of 2009,
enforced a pricing formula, the Asian Development Bank records that the
CEB has reported losses continuously since 2000 except in 2013 and 2015
(ADB, 2019). The recovery nevertheless remains fragile: tariffs were cut by
39% in total across March and July 2024 while the Board stayed profitable in
the second half of that year, but the regulator's further average reduction of
20% on 17 January 2025 breached the cost-recovery benchmark of the IMF
program and is expected to push the CEB back into loss (IMF, 2025).

The affordability consequence of this underperformance is severe: Sri Lanka
has the highest electricity costs in South Asia, with households paying
roughly 2.5-3 times the regional average (Finance.lk, 2024). While 300 units
of electricity cost LKR 21,860 in Sri Lanka, the South Asian average is
approximately LKR 7,340 (Finance.lk, 2024).

Table 1. Electricity prices in Sri Lanka compared with the South Asian
average, 1 January 2024

Electricity bill 100 units 200 units 300 units
Households in Sri Lanka 5,280.00 12,960.00 21,860.00
Average, other South Asian households 2,077.90 4,609.20 7,340.40
Sri Lanka as a % of the South Asian average 254% 281% 298%
Sri Lanka as a cost multiple 2.5 2.8 3.0

Source: Public Finance Data and Analysis (2024) (Finance.lk, 2024)

This disparity implies that, rather than addressing structural inefficiencies,
the cost-recovery model adjusts the price formula, ultimately burdening
consumers with higher tariffs-a pattern consistent with international evidence
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that developing-country tariffs rarely cover the full cost of service. While
some advocate restructuring the CEB into a profitable, well-managed
organization, others question the feasibility of such reform (Rafi, 2022).

This study therefore addresses four research questions: (i) How does the
CEB's organizational and managerial structure affect its operational
efficiency at the regional level? (ii) What internal, controllable factors
influence financial inefficiencies as perceived by management? (iii) What
external (macroeconomic, political, regulatory) factors contribute to the
losses? (iv) What strategies do CEB managers consider feasible and effective
for improvement? The overall objective is to examine the underlying
economic and managerial factors contributing to CEB losses, pursued
through a case study of the Kandy Regional Branch, a major operational hub
that manages a mix of urban and rural service provision and embodies the
institutional challenges faced nationwide. The specific objectives are to
examine how the CEB's organizational and managerial structure affects
operational efficiency at the regional level; to identify the internal,
controllable factors influencing financial inefficiencies as perceived by
management; to investigate the external macroeconomic, political, and
regulatory factors contributing to CEB losses; and to evaluate the
improvement strategies that CEB managers consider feasible and effective.

2. Literature Review

SOEs have played a crucial role in development across economic systems,
often serving as the foundation for reconstruction and modernization in their
early stages (Bonney, 2015) and contributing substantially to GDP,
employment, and national assets (Putnins, 2015; Xie et al., 2012). Yet the
international record documents persistent underperformance: in Emerging
Europe, SOE profitability and resource-allocation efficiency significantly lag
those of private companies, with weak performance carrying macroeconomic
risks through high indebtedness and contingent liabilities (Bower, 2017); in
China, SOEs show weaker cost control, inventory management, investment
decisions, and administrative efficiency than private firms (Li et al., 2015;
Yu, 2013); and in India, financially unsustainable SOEs are unable to
contribute to the non-financial dimensions of performance (Kaushik, 2024).
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The political-economy literature explains this pattern: political intervention
distorts SOE decision-making, and soft budget constraints allow losses to
persist as SOEs serve governments' political objectives. Reform carries its
own risks. IMF-mandated privatization can increase corruption where
governance is weak (Reinsberg et al., 2019). These global findings frame the
CEB's experience, which exhibits precisely the politicization, soft-budget
dependence, and governance deficits documented worldwide.

In Sri Lanka, public enterprises date from World War II; socialist policies of
the 1950s created a wave of SOEs, and performance problems, including
ineffective operations, poor financial results, political meddling in hiring,
and heavy reliance on government funding, prompted privatization in 1988,
extended through the "second wave" of liberalization in 1989 under IMF
structural adjustment (Dunham & Kelegama, 1995; Kamburawala &
Abeyrathne, 2023). Research on Sri Lankan public enterprises identifies
persistent problems rooted in external factors (political, regulatory, and
policy), board-level issues (appointments, competence, accountability,
leadership), and managerial issues (planning, autonomy, competency,
transparency, procedures) (Udayasri, 2013). Reports of the Committee on
Public Enterprises and the Auditor General have documented poor
management, fraud, corruption, and negligence across the SOE portfolio
(Advocata, 2019).

Organizational theory provides the analytic lens for the CEB: Fayol's
classical functions of planning, organizing, leading, and controlling frame
the examination of its management structure (Fayol, n.d.). Evidence shows
that rigidity in organizational structure impairs self-renewal and knowledge
dissemination (Avimanyu Datta, 2005); centralized, hierarchical designs are
unsuitable foundations for effective human-resource management in public
services; and bureaucratic red tape weakens the link between pay, promotion,
and performance (Feeney & Rainey, 2009). Conversely, accountability in
staffing, evaluation, and compensation significantly improves public
organizational performance, with employee autonomy amplifying the effect
(Han & Hong, 2016), and performance-oriented organizational forms are
displacing seniority-based pay structures (Morris & Farrell, 2007).

Power-sector evidence completes the framework: developing-country tariffs
are rarely high enough to cover full service costs; cost under-recovery
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remains pervasive; and electricity subsidies burden governments, especially
in South Asia (Huenteler et al., 2017). Case studies of 15 developing-country
power sectors confirm that low tariffs, poor bill collection, and high
technical losses undermine financial viability, while progress in governance
and decision-making is associated with better cost recovery. Business-model
and network modernization, smart distribution technologies, and cost-
reflective pricing can support financial sustainability in developing-country
utilities (Jamasb et al., 2017). These findings provide the comparative
benchmark for the CEB's below-cost tariff regime, its roughly 17%-line
losses, and its credit-based billing system.

3. Methodology

This study uses a qualitative, exploratory case-study design with an inductive
research approach, examining CEB inefficiency as the primary cause of its
losses. This design allows a holistic investigation of the "why" and "how"
behind financial losses in the real-life setting of the Kandy Regional Branch,
letting findings emerge naturally from the data rather than from a pre-defined
hypothesis.

The research was conducted within the CEB's Kandy Regional Branch, a
major operational hub managing the full spectrum of issues from generation
procurement to distribution, billing, and customer service-a microcosm of
the wider CEB system.

Purposive sampling identified information-rich key informants: seven senior
officers with a mean period of service of 18.9 years (range 14-26 years), five
senior technical officers (Electrical Superintendents/Engineers), one
Assistant Electrical Engineer, and one non-technical managerial officer; five
men and two women, ensuring triangulation of perspectives from core
engineering operations and critical support functions.

Table 2. Demographic profile of the respondents interviewed

Respondent  Service (years) Position Gender
R1 26 Electrical Superintendent Female
R2 18 Electrical Superintendent Female
R3 20 Electrical Superintendent Male
R4 14 Electrical Engineer Male
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RS 16 Assistant Electrical Engineer Male
R6 18 Electrical Superintendent Male
R7 20 Assistant Accountant Male

Source: Field interviews, 2025

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted between October and
November 2025 with CEB managers, administrators, engineers, and
accountants, the groups holding executive authority at the managerial level.
Each interview lasted approximately 45-75 minutes, was audio-recorded
with explicit permission, and was supplemented with observational notes.
Recording and transcription were followed by anonymization (R1-R7), and
thematic analysis proceeded through familiarization, initial coding using
qualitative data analysis software, searching for, reviewing, refining,
defining, and naming themes with illustrative quotes; themes such as
"Structural Rigidity," "Politicization of Appointments," and "Skill Mismatch"
emerged inductively from the data. Triangulation integrated financial reports,
policy documents, and interview data. The study rigorously upheld voluntary
participation, informed consent, anonymity, and confidentiality.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1 Influence of the organizational and managerial setup on operational
efficiency

Respondents described the CEB hierarchy as stable but rigid (n=4; R1, R2,
R3, R6); R3 outlined its top-down nature ("GM — AGM — DGM — ES"),
and R4 noted, "Upper level does not change, lower levels change according
to the area only with Board approval.”" Respondents cited rigidity at upper-
management levels as a main barrier to modernization, consistent with
evidence that structural rigidity impairs organizational self-renewal and
adaptation. Three respondents (R4, RS, R7) reported a mismatch between
formal positions and functional requirements: "The DGM of HR is an
engineer... decisions are made outside HR collaboration. This happens in
the IT branch and in the accountancy branch” (R4). The majority (R2, R4,
R5, R7) identified political influence as the main determinant undermining
the structure: "Private power purchasing was done under government
pressure... these are political decisions” (R2); "Appointments to positions
from the Minister's list... not based on qualifications” (RS), validating the
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view that political meddling distorts SOE investment and operational choices
(A Shleifer, 1993). Accountability deficits were pervasive: "If relevant
officers perform their responsibilities rightly... it is ok. The deficiency results
in inefficiency” (RS), consistent with evidence that accountability in staffing,
evaluation, and compensation improves public organizational performance
(Han & Hong, 2016). A seniority-based culture dominates: "The first-come,
first-served rather than the most productive and efficient is the norm. It is the
ethics that apply here” (R4). Structural fragmentation compounds these
problems: "CEB is island-wide... generation, transmit, distribute... separate
parts. Being a bundle is a reason for inefficiency” (R5). On core operations,
R4 noted that "Generation cost forecasting... properly not implemented by
govt.," while R6 observed that "coal and diesel prices are constantly
increasing.”" Together, poor capital planning, misallocated labor, and costly
fuel procurement produce a self-reinforcing cycle of inefficiency that
substantively contributes to the CEB's losses.

4.2 Internal, controllable factors influencing financial inefficiencies

Although the CEB's primary mandate is public service rather than profit, its
capacity to sustain itself financially without fiscal bailouts-assessed through
profitability, going concern, liquidity, and solvency remains crucial (Ingrida
Balabonien¢, 2015). High generation costs were the primary driver of losses.
R5 explained that 25% of power is required during peak time and "if is
bought at a very high price"; the 75% of demand served mainly by hydro
and coal has minimal cost. "The average unit cost of power plants like
Victoria, Rantambe, Randenigala, Kotmale and LakshaPana is less than five
rupees" while the remaining 25% is procured through private purchases at
peak times at rates of "about 175 rupees per unit(diesel).” R2 added, "Even
though [internal] capacity was there, private power purchasing was done
under government pressure.” Poor planning and deferred maintenance
generate recurring technical waste: "Inefficiency arises when necessary
technical decisions are not taken at the right time" (R4); "Line losses occur
frequently... about 17%" (R6). Human-resource misallocation compounds
these losses: "HR and IT decisions are made by non-experts” (R4), as does
an inefficient work culture: "Issues related to responsibility and
accountability... should be strengthened” (R2). Billing weaknesses cripple
cash flow: "Electricity is provided on credit... smart billing is to be
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introduced" (R6), and "Only 50% of the cost is charged to the customer and
the rest is borne by the CEB" (R1)-financial shortfalls built directly into the
business model. Excessive outsourcing inflates costs: "Using numerous

contractors for things CEB can do with its own manpower... was a top
management decision” (R1). Table 3 consolidates these themes.

Table 3. Internal, controllable factors influencing the financial inefficiencies

of the CEB

Theme

Ilustrative respondent evidence

Implication

High generation
costs and inefficient
energy mix

25% of peak power bought
expensively; hydro/coal under Rs. 5 per
unit vs. private power at approximately
Rs. 175 (diesel) (it depending on time)

High operating cost,
vulnerability to price
shocks

Poor planning and
infrastructure
inefficiency

Delayed technical decisions; cost of
establishing new lines

Recurring
maintenance costs,
rising technical losses

HR misallocation
and skill mismatch

HR, IT, and Accounts decisions made
by non-experts

Weak leadership,
poor decisions

Weak
accountability and
work culture

Duties not performed; responsibilities
not enforced

Low productivity,
institutionalized
inefficiency

Ineffective billing
and revenue
systems

Credit-based billing; only 50% of cost
recovered

Cash-flow delays, low
cost recovery

Dependence on
outsourcing

Contractors used for work that CEB
staff could perform

Wasteful spending,
loss of internal
capacity

Technical line
losses

"Line losses occur frequently... about
17%"

Avoidable revenue
erosion, higher unit
costs

Source: In-depth interviews, 2025

These patterns mirror international findings that low tariffs, poor bill

collection, and high technical losses undermine utility financial viability, and
that sustained losses decapitalize distribution networks, restricting the capital
available for modernization.
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4.3 External factors contributing to financial losses

The CEB's size, high public profile, and universal-service mandate
inherently increase its vulnerability to external pressures-a susceptibility
consistent with evidence that external dependency and political exposure rise
with enterprise size, political visibility, and the social orientation of the
product market (S. Lioukas, 1993). Political decisions on tariffs,
procurement, and appointments consistently override technical and economic
rationale (R2, R4, R5, R7) (North, 1990). Tariff policy is the core of the
revenue problem: "Price paid by consumers is far lower than the cost... this
leads to financial loss" (R1); "Unit price was not increased from 2014 to
2022... this caused long-term losses” (RS); and the "Unit 30" category
consumed by the general public incurs large unrecovered costs (R7). The
nine-year price freeze divorced tariffs from costs, embedding a structural
deficit, removing price signals for efficient consumption, and depriving the
utility of reinvestment capital, consistent with cross-country evidence that
cost under-recovery and electricity subsidies burden governments,
particularly in South Asia (Huenteler et al., 2017). Delays in national
projects force reliance on expensive emergency power: "Power plants were
not built in time... causing loss" (R1); "Sampur plant was proposed but
became politicized... right decisions not taken at right time" (R4). Global
fuel-price volatility and exchange-rate pressure add uncontrollable costs:
"Coal and diesel prices are constantly increasing” (R6); the utility's large
foreign-currency requirement for fuel imports worsens balance-of-payments
pressures. Regulatory inconsistency compounds uncertainty: "Laws should
not change when governments change... but they do" (R3), while
international policy decisions "like IMF policies"” drove tariff increases (R4).
Welfare mandates such as "Electricity for All" were borne by the CEB
without fiscal compensation (R1). These limitations keep the utility in a
reactive posture, which helps explain why independent regulation is
internationally identified as critical for sustainable SOE reform.

4.4 Managerial perspectives on strategies for improvement

Respondents offered a coherent reform agenda. First, strengthen structure
and accountability: "Suitable people should be appointed... decisions must
be based on qualification and experience” (R4); transferring employees
every five years can increase efficiency (RS5). Second, modernize
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technology: daily remote reading of bulk-supply units already supports
operations (R2); battery-stored solar purchased by the CEB could reduce
peak-time costs (R5); and software adoption can raise productivity (R7).
Modernization is internationally recognized as essential to arrest technical
and financial losses (Jamasb et al., 2017). Third, optimize generation
planning: "Review power purchasing agreements... agree on reasonable
terms" (R5), and completely new plants on time through proper long-term
planning (R4). Fourth, manage demand and losses: bundling lines and
preventing unauthorized connections reduce losses (R6), and consumer-
awareness campaigns can shift peak-time consumption (R5). Fifth, develop
the workforce: "Training should be increased... employees should be
updated with new technology” (R6). Sixth, stabilize policy: "policies should
not change with governments” (R3), enabling credible long-term investment.
Seventh, reform the revenue interface: a smart billing system reduces labor
and disconnection costs (R6), and customer awareness of peak-time pricing
encourages efficient consumption (R5). Table 4 consolidates these strategies.

Table 4. Managerial strategies for enhancing economic performance and
reducing operational losses

Ilustrative respondent

Strategy evidence

Expected outcome

Strengthening

accountability and
structure

Qualified appointments; duties
enforced; periodic transfers

Better decisions, fewer
delays

Technology
modernization

Smart billing; remote reading;
software adoption

Lower losses, higher
revenue recovery

Optimizing generation
planning

Review PPAs; completing new
plants on time

Reduced reliance on
expensive private power

Energy efficiency and
demand management

Bundling lines; awareness
campaigns

Lower peak costs,
reduced technical losses

Workforce development
and policy stability

Training with new technology;
policies stable across
governments

Higher productivity,
credible investment
climate

Source: Field interviews, 2025
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5. Concluding Remarks

The study confirms that CEB losses stem not from a single cause but from a
self-reinforcing cycle of internal inefficiency and external dependency.
Internally, a rigid, unchanged hierarchy (GM, AGM, DGM, ES), a structural
mismatch placing engineers in HR, IT, and Accounts leadership, seniority-
based promotion, accountability deficits, and fragmentation across island-
wide divisions undermine operational efficiency. These failures translate into
high-cost generation (hydro/coal below Rs. 5 per unit against peak power
bought at about Rs. 175 per unit), technical line losses of about 17%, credit-
based billing recovering only 50% of cost, and unnecessary outsourcing.
Externally, political interference, the nine-year tariff freeze (2014-2022) that
kept prices below cost, delays to national projects such as the Sampur plant,
fuel-price volatility, and regulatory inconsistency create a structural revenue
deficit that guarantees losses regardless of internal management.

The management evidence points to a viable path from a politically managed
entity toward a professionally run, financially sustainable utility:
depoliticized governance with independent regulation; phased cost-reflective
tariffs with targeted protection for vulnerable households; a legislated long-
term national energy policy; merit-based, professionalized human-resource
management; grid modernization and loss-reduction investment;
procurement discipline limiting outsourcing; and institutionalized strategic
planning with published performance targets under a hard budget constraint.

The findings rest on a small purposive sample of seven senior managers
drawn from a single regional branch, and the qualitative design prioritizes
depth over statistical generalizability. Within this scope, the study offers a
holistic diagnostic of the CEB's challenges and an evidence-based
remediation outline grounded in the expertise of those within the
organization. Future research should extend the analysis across regions and
stakeholder groups (frontline staff, regulators, and policymakers) and
complement managerial perceptions with quantitative efficiency and cost
analysis to further validate and refine the reform agenda.
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Abstract

The study of human language has a long intellectual history that predates the
establishment of modern linguistics as a scientific discipline. Long before the
emergence of modern linguistic theories, scholars from different civilizations
investigated fundamental questions concerning the origin, nature, structure,
meaning, and functions of language, often in close association with
philosophy, religion, logic, and grammatical traditions. This study aims to
identify the major early trends in the study of human language and to
examine their contribution to the subsequent development of linguistic
thought. Adopting a historical and analytical approach, the study draws on
ancient texts, translations, and relevant secondary scholarly sources.
Particular attention is given to the ancient Indian grammatical tradition,
Greek and Roman linguistic thought, and early Chinese traditions of
language study, with their major concepts and approaches examined
comparatively. The analysis demonstrates that early language studies did not
constitute a single, uniform tradition. Rather, they developed as diverse
intellectual traditions shaped by distinct cultural contexts, scholarly
concerns, and analytical purposes. Furthermore, early inquiries into linguistic
structure, the relationship between words and meaning, grammatical
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classification, and the nature of language provided important intellectual
foundations for the later development of linguistic thought. The study
therefore highlights the significance of these early traditions in
understanding the historical development of language studies and the
emergence of linguistics as a systematic field of inquiry.

Keywords: early languages, early trends, grammatical tradition, human
language, linguistics
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Abstract

The practice of writing words separately is not seen in the history of the
Sinhala language until very recently. It is not a matter of grammar but rather
a matter of writing tradition. Therefore, the Sinhala language community is
faced with the challenge of getting everyone to agree on one standard word-
separating system. To address this, individual scholars and committees of
scholars have published documents containing recommendations for word
separation. A thorough analysis of these documents has not been done, and
some of them are even difficult to find. Filling this research gap is important
for scholars interested in Sinhala word separation and for scholars working
to establish new word separation standards. The research focused on three
main problems: (1) What are the key sources that propose norms for Sinhala
word separation? (2) What word separation tradition/standards are found in
these sources? (3) How have each tradition/standard developed? For this
research, the data collected from library use was analyzed using the content
analysis method, which comes under the qualitative research approach.
Traditional grammatical principles and modern linguistic principles were
used for content analysis. The findings revealed three main
traditions/standards for word separation: the Hela Hawula standard, the
Literary Advisory Board standard, and the book editor/publisher standard. At
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first, the alternation was between the Hela Haula standard and the Literary
Advisory standard. However, after the Hela Hawula standard was rejected
from the government education curriculum, the alternation was between the
Literary Advisory standard and the book editor/publisher standard. In the
future, due to the inability to reach an agreement on the word separation in
Sinhala, only the wrong places will be agreed upon, depending on whether to
separate words, and the others will be left as alternatives.

Keywords: Book editor, Publisher standard, Hela Hawula, Literary
Advisory Standards, Sinhala writing tradition, Word-separating,
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Abstract

This study explores the historical impact of slave labor on the sustainability
of temple management during the Sri Jayewardenepura Kotte and Kandy
Kingdoms in Sri Lanka. The central research question examines how the
formal use of slave labor influenced the long-term functioning of temple
institutions. The primary objective is to understand how temple servants’
labor was organized to meet religious and administrative needs, assess the
generational continuity of this labor force, compare their social status with
that of European slaves, and investigate the legal and customary frameworks
that governed their roles. Using a qualitative methodology, the research
focuses specifically on the Kotte and Kandy periods, drawing historical
parallels with earlier practices from the Rajarata civilization. The Mihintale
inscriptions, particularly the second tablet, provide key early insights into
how labourers were recruited and trained, emphasizing technical skill and
professional responsibility. Although these inscriptions predate the Kotte and
Kandy Kingdoms, they provide an important historical baseline for
examining traditional practices relating to skilled labour and technical
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knowledge and their possible persistence, adaptation, and development
during the Kotte and Kandy periods. Findings reveal that temple-affiliated
slaves were often raised within monastic settings and became integral to
temple operations. Monastic administrators formally managed this labor,
ensuring efficiency, discipline, and service quality through structured
oversight. The provision of wages, food, and sustenance illustrates a system
grounded in defined duties and responsibilities rather than mere exploitation.
This system, though based on unfree labor, was regulated and
institutionalized to promote continuity, order, and professional standards.
The study concludes that the formalized management of skilled servile labor,
including structured supervision, service obligations, remuneration, and
occupational responsibilities, significantly contributed to the sustainability of
temple administration and the continuity of religious functions over time.
Rather than representing slavery in the European sense, this system can be
more appropriately understood within the context of servile labor and service
tenure associated with traditional systems of temple service in Sri Lanka.

Keywords: Craftsmanship, Labor Systems, Management, Sustainability,
Servile Labor
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