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Abstract: This paper explores the role of export-oriented firms in shaping regional eco-
nomic development, with a focus on their operational footprint, strategic orientation, and
interaction with institutional and infrastructural environments. Set within the broader
context of regional competitiveness and sustainable growth, the study examines how firms
in geographically peripheral and structurally challenged areas position themselves within
global markets. Emphasis is placed on understanding the internal and external factors
that influence export performance, innovation capacity, and the integration of sustainabil-
ity principles into business practices. The research adopts a survey-based methodology,
collecting data from firms located in a cross-border region to assess their perceptions of
trade barriers, infrastructure needs, strategic values, and environmental awareness. The
analysis draws on established frameworks in regional development, international business,
and sustainability transitions, offering a multidimensional perspective on firm behavior.
By linking firm-level insights with regional development policy, the study contributes to
ongoing discussions around how enterprises in remote regions can overcome structural
constraints and engage more fully with global value chains. It also supports the growing
call for place-based, context-sensitive strategies that align economic competitiveness with
innovation, digital transformation, and environmental responsibility. This integrated ap-
proach offers valuable implications for both policymakers and practitioners concerned with
fostering inclusive and resilient regional economies.

Keywords: international market access; cross-border regions; European integration;
regional development; sustainable export development

1. Introduction

Export companies have long been recognized as key drivers of economic development,
particularly in regional economies seeking to connect more intensely with the international
market. Their capacity to increase production, create jobs, and attract investments has
made them a critical element of economic policy and strategic planning (Brambilla et al.,
2012; OECD, 2017). Export firms are usually better performers than their non-exporting
counterparts in terms of productivity, innovation, and competitiveness, thus not only
improving the country’s economic output but also stimulating the local business climate
(Zahra & George, 2002). However, the regional impact of these firms is heterogeneous and
is shaped by a myriad of factors, ranging from infrastructural conditions and the status of
the labor market to institutional dynamics and the peculiarities of regional development.

The assessment of export enterprises, defined by their overall economic, social, and
spatial contributions to the regions where they are situated, calls for research that transcends
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standard macroeconomic indicators. Although measures such as national trade balances,
foreign direct investment, and growth in gross domestic product yield useful insight,
they tend to hide the particular localized influences that exports have upon employment
patterns, income inequality, supply chain relationships, and regional patterns of innovation
(Garcia et al., 2012). Export firms interact with regional economies in subtle ways that
affect various areas, such as the upgrading of infrastructures, patterns of urbanization,
skill building, and labor mobility. As a result, their evaluation demands a holistic and
sensitivity-based method.

There has been increased interest over recent years both within the academic and policy
arenas concerning the role of export firms in promoting regional resilience and adaptability,
especially under economic shocks, digitalization, and climate change (Rodriguez-Pose,
2018; European Commission, 2024). Export firms have the potential to promote regional
competitiveness by securing international links and generating foreign exchange inflows,
but they also face significant challenges, such as regulatory issues, inadequate infrastruc-
tures, and shortages of labor. Such challenges tend to be amplified in regions outside
the main cities, where there are deepened regional disparities and regional institutions of
governance have limited capacity to effectively encourage export-led development (D. J.
Dimitriou et al., 2022).

Despite the growing recognition of the role of export-oriented businesses in regional
development, there is still a lack of empirical evidence, particularly in structurally disad-
vantaged regions where SMEs have to deal with fragmented institutional networks and
poor infrastructure. The added complexity of the cross-border dimension presents both
European Union and non-European Union regulatory regimes as well as variegated market
conditions that these companies have to face. Recent analyses emphasized that digital
connectivity, regional innovation capacities, and organizational flexibility have become
increasingly critical determinants of SME competitiveness in these environments (European
Commission, 2024; D. Dimitriou et al., 2024; Aghazadeh et al., 2023). These new dynamics
require a rethinking of the internal and external drivers of export performance from a
place-based perspective. This study addresses this gap by conducting a comprehensive
assessment of the business footprint of export companies within regional economies, using
a survey-based methodological framework. The research captures firm-level insights on
a range of issues, including business demographics, export performance, infrastructural
dependencies, institutional collaboration, and future growth prospects. It examines both
quantitative indicators (such as export-to-turnover ratios, energy costs, and employment
figures) and qualitative perceptions (such as satisfaction with government support, barriers
to market entry, and the role of innovation).

By focusing on firm-level data, the study contributes to a more nuanced understand-
ing of how export-oriented businesses interact with regional contexts, influence economic
trajectories, and respond to policy environments. In doing so, it offers practical recommen-
dations for regional development strategies, export promotion policies, and frameworks
for innovation and sustainability. The findings also aim to inform future academic inquiry
into the interplay between globalization and territorial development, emphasizing the
importance of context-specific analysis in export economics.

2. Background
2.1. Export Firms and Regional Development: Theoretical Overview

Export activities and regional development have become a pertinent area of research
within international trade theory and economic geography. At its core, the presence of

export firms within a regional economy is viewed as a driver of economic growth, produc-
tivity improvement, and structural change. This early theory can be traced to neoclassical
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and classical trade theory, such as Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage and the
Heckscher-Ohlin theory. Adherents to such theories believe that trade encourages regions
to specialize in areas where regions have comparative efficiency, thus ensuring maximum
resource allocation and overall welfare improvement (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Sartzetaki
et al., 2025a). However, such theories tend to conceptualize regions in a general sense,
without accounting for spatial and institutional factors affecting real regional experiences.
The new economic geography (NEG) by Krugman (1991) seeks to redress this by emphasiz-
ing the importance of the location of economic activities and the main roles of increasing
returns to scale, transport cost, and agglomeration economies. NEG proposes that export
firms concentrate in regions that are locationally favored, possessing skilled workers and
knowledge spillovers—factors that cumulatively ensure that interdependent growth is
encouraged and interregional inequality is increased.

Recent literature has focused on global value chains (GVCs) theory to explain how
exporting firms get embedded in complex international production systems. According to
Love and Roper (2015), the relative position of a region in a GVC not only affects its trade
performance but also determines its capacity to attract investments, upgrade technological
capabilities, and develop human resources. Regions that are typified mainly as low-cost
manufacturing hubs are more prone to value appropriation problems, while those engaged
in design, logistics, or brand management are likely to bring more development benefits.
Another important theoretical basis stems from endogenous growth theory, which creates
a link between export activity, innovation, and learning. Exposure to export activity
subjects firms to competition on a global scale and to global consumer tastes, thus inducing
innovations, improving quality, and increasing process efficiency (Todtling & Trippl, 2005;
Chaminade & Plechero, 2012). The process of such innovation often goes beyond the
boundaries of an individual firm and has a positive impact on regional systems, especially
by inducing inter-firm cooperation, labor mobility, and university-industry partnerships.

The Regional Innovation Systems (RISs) framework deepens export enterprise analysis
by situating them in a network of institutions, policies, and norms that shape their innova-
tive capability (Castellani & Zanfei, 2007). This framework highlights the importance of
closeness to research institutions, governmental assistance programs, and collective culture
practices as essential factors supporting the success of exporting firms. Differences in re-
gional export performance, therefore, cannot be solely explained by market accessibility or
price factors but are also dependent upon the resilience of institutions and the cohesiveness
of the supporting community. In addition to this, in terms of regional development, export
firms are not only seen in economic terms but also in terms of driving spatial change. Trade
and transport demand by exporting firms have significant impacts upon urban develop-
ment, land use, and public investment agendas. This vision harmonizes with a growing
body of literature promoting sustainable and just regional development, encouraging a
more integrated approach to trade-led growth that takes account of issues of equity and
ecological responsibility (D. Dimitriou et al., 2024; Teece, 2007).

Recent academic works have emphasized that the internationalization of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the periphery of regions and across borders is more
and more determined by access to digital technologies, involvement in multi-partner in-
novation networks, and a commitment to good environmental standards. Research by
Aghazadeh et al. (2023) and Calheiros-Lobo et al. (2023) investigated how smaller busi-
nesses leverage strategic alliances, embrace digital innovations, and engage in sustainable
environmental marketing to enter into and embed themselves in international markets.
Cross-case comparisons in the context of the European Union have shown the difference in
the policy needs of urban hubs and regions peripheries and hence recommended smart
specialization policies that account for local constraints and the potentialities of regional
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expertise (European Commission, 2024; Sartzetaki et al., 2025a). These observations under-
score the importance of using a region-based analytical framework to review SME export
performance and the need for context-related analyses, particularly in the midst of current
economic instability and change.

Alongside abstract paradigms such as new economic geography, global value chains,
and endogenous growth theory, recent work has underscored the importance of business
and industrial agglomerations of the type of clusters, industrial districts, and local pro-
duction systems as key drivers of the internationalization of small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). These more specific forms of spatial organization of the economy
foster synergies amidst shared infrastructure, pooling of labor, transfer of knowledge, and
specialization, thereby enhancing the aggregate competitiveness of firms that happen to
locate in closer geographic proximity. A growing body of empirical evidence confirms that
such agglomeration arrangements ought effectively to counterbalance the disadvantage
of the periphery regions’ structure. To mention but a few examples, Parejo et al. (2019)
show how Portugal’s local production systems served as drivers of regional development
and of export growth even in economically underprivileged regions. Rangel-Preciado et al.
(2021) consider the case of Extremadura, one of the least developed regions of Spain, and
find that rural industrial districts have become the drivers of SMEs” access to international
markets. These findings highlight the potential of local business milieux as intermediary
institutions that empower firms’ absorptive capacity, innovative potentiality, and readiness
for cross-border operations. The recognition of these ideas is strongly in line with the
objectives of this work in light of the peripheric and structurally handicapped character of
Eastern Macedonia and the Region of Thrace. Territorial embeddedness, inter-business firm
relations, and institutional coordination assume the primary importance when considering
how SMEs cope with internationalization in the given situations.

2.2. Key Dimensions of Business Footprint in Cross-Border Trade

The concept of a business footprint has evolved to be a robust framework for mea-
suring the vast influence of companies within their areas of operations. Traditionally,
standard analysis has focused predominantly on economic performance metrics, such as
measures of employment, revenue, and the levels of investment; however, new footprint
frameworks now include environmental and social measures to provide a better holistic
view of corporate presence (OECD, 2017; Barca et al., 2012; D. Dimitriou & Karagkouni,
2022). This evolution is especially pertinent to export-oriented companies, whose opera-
tions not only interact with international markets but also yield localized effects in various
sectors. Economically speaking, an organization’s footprint is usually measured based on
indicators like gross value added (GVA), job creation, tax contributions, and the enablement
of supply channels. Export-oriented companies quite often excel over domestically oriented
companies in such assessments by achieving better levels of productivity, increasing diver-
sification, and favoring international integration by means of subcontracting and logistic
partnerships (Barney, 1991; Dicken, 2015). Input-output analysis, regional multipliers, or
the use of computable general equilibrium (CGE) models is usually the approach adopted
by economic footprint assessments to quantify the indirect and induced effects of corporate
operations within a specific location (Camagni, 2002).

In parallel, the ecological intensity associated with corporate operations has become
more influential in policy debates and academic literature, especially concerning climate
change and calls for sustainable change. The environmental dimension includes the use
of natural resources, the production of emissions, the release of waste, and energy con-
sumption. Export units, especially those in manufacturing sectors and energy-consuming
industries, are key drivers of environmental externalities through their production activ-
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ities, transport arrangements, and packaging protocols (D. Dimitriou et al., 2024). The
impacts are estimated by methods like Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) and Environmental
Input-Output (EIO) analysis at international and regional levels. Energy and fuel expenses
are regularly employed as a measure to evaluate environmental intensity and energy de-
pendence. The social framework widens the inquiry to encompass issues related to workers’
conditions, community engagement, and corporate responsibility. This includes issues
like gender parity, labor practices, workers” wellbeing, and ethical codes that underpin
business practices (Batty et al., 2012; D. Dimitriou & Sartzetaki, 2022). Export companies
have the capacity to provide positive social results by promoting quality employment and
skill development; however, without correct regulations, the same companies can deepen
polarization in the labor market, result in displacement, or contribute to dependence upon
precarious contractual arrangements. Methods to measure the social footprint tend to
use methods like Social Life Cycle Assessment (5-LCA), stakeholder mapping, and ESG
(Environmental, Social, and Governance) report criteria to systemically evaluate impacts
(Sartzetaki et al., 2025b).

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) approach, first conceptualized by Elkington (1997), is
a vital integrating paradigm that seeks to underscore the need to make economic sus-
tainability, environmental responsibility, and social equity reconcilable. In this paradigm,
corporate performance measurement goes beyond profit measurements to include concerns
for the well-being of “people” and the integrity of the “planet.” This holistic approach is
increasingly finding acceptance in firm reporting and sustainability assessments, especially
by companies operating in international markets where compliance with environmental,
social, and governance (ESG) practices is a basic condition of international competitiveness.
In regional economies, regional footprints are also expected to be measured by localized
considerations of the availability of infrastructure, institutional quality, and the presence
of regional innovation systems. Business actors are not mutually exclusive entities; they
are part of wider economic and social systems. Therefore, business footprints are increas-
ingly personalized to factor in geographical differences, thus helping policymakers detect
region-based strengths and limitations with respect to exports (D. Dimitriou, 2020).

2.3. Innovation as an Export Performance Key Driver in Europe

Innovation and infrastructure are repeatedly considered key factors that build export
competitiveness and promote regional development. Exporting firms that innovate—either
by improving processes, designing new products, or reconfiguring their organization—
are more likely to penetrate new markets, adopt international standards, and respond to
changing consumer tastes (Love & Roper, 2015). In addition, the all-encompassing presence
of top-quality infrastructures, covering transportation, energy, digital connectivity, and
supply chains, is essential to streamline operations, guarantee deliveries within a reasonable
time frame, and enhance international trade efficiency. Whereas the importance of such
drivers has been well documented, relationships between innovation, infrastructure, and
export performance are inadequately studied, especially at the firm and regional levels.
Innovation is measured chiefly with proxies like research and development (R&D) spending,
patent activities, or participation in knowledge networks. However, such indicators tend to
miss innovations created by small and medium enterprises (SMEs) since these firms are
more likely to adopt tacit or incremental innovations instead of practicing a systematic
R&D approach (OECD, 2017). This becomes more relevant when export-oriented firms are
located in peripheral regions, where there is a lack of institutional backing for innovation
and accessibility to universities or research centers. The Regional Innovation System (RIS)
theory is relevant here, where cooperation between firms, together with universities and
public agencies, is essential to develop innovative capability (Todtling & Trippl, 2005). But
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there is a lack of empirical work that considers the composition and intensity of networks
from the viewpoint of exporting firms.

Infrastructure is usually analyzed via macro-indicator levels or holistic national de-
velopment plans. As much as such indicators are informative, they do not capture the
territorial complexities and sectoral demands of export firms. For example, the presence
of roads and railways, the capacity of ports, the availability of bandwidth, and the de-
pendability of power supply can have wide regional variations, affecting the operational
effectiveness and competitiveness of exporting companies (World Bank, 2020; Sartzetaki
et al., 2023). Additionally, environmental infrastructure, in terms of the availability of
effective disposal of wastewater and renewable energy, has become a centerpiece in export
markets where compliance with regulations and sustainability certifications are essential
in gaining market footholds. Despite increased policy emphasis on driving innovation
and investment in infrastructure as drivers of exports, a wide literature gap exists in ad-
dressing firm-level perspectives, especially with regard to the way export firms construe,
interface with, and are hindered by local innovation milieus and infrastructures. Dominat-
ing research practices are top-down in nature, basing themselves on aggregated data or
national indicators that conceal intra-regional variations and special challenges faced by
firms located in specific locations (Foray et al., 2012).

The current research bridges a gap that exists by utilizing a survey-based research
design to collect data relating to the experiences and strategic orientations of export firms
within a regional framework. It investigates the way such firms evaluate the sufficiency
of regional infrastructures, such as transport systems, energy supplies, and information
technology inputs, and the extent to which they are involved in innovative activities like
research and development, digitalization, and partnerships with academia. In addition, the
research considers the preparedness of such firms to extend their export activities, their
rating of institutional assistance, and their capacity to adopt sustainable practices, thus
providing a deep insight into the drivers of export performance. By concentrating at the
firm level and emphasizing regional differences, the research contributes to export dynamic
knowledge. This research makes it possible to formulate more customized policy interven-
tions that are consistent with the exact demands of export companies and characteristics of
successful local innovation systems and infrastructural inputs. As a result, this research
not only resolves a pertinent gap within literature but also provides useful conclusions
for regional policymakers, development agencies, and academic institutions to strengthen
international competitiveness within the economy.

3. Methodological Framework
3.1. Questionnaire Survey Research Design

This study employs a quantitative, survey-based research design to assess the business
footprint of export-oriented companies operating in the Region of Eastern Macedonia and
Thrace, a remote and cross-border region located in northern Greece. The region, situated
at the geopolitical intersection of the Balkans, the Black Sea, and the eastern Mediterranean,
presents a distinctive setting for export-driven economic activity. Despite its strategic
location, Eastern Macedonia and Thrace face structural challenges such as underdeveloped
infrastructure, limited access to capital, and a fragmented industrial base, factors that
directly influence the export performance and developmental footprint of local firms.

The research design employed was a cross-sectional descriptive one that seeks to ana-
lyze the economic, infrastructural, and innovation-related characteristics of the firms under
investigation. The purpose of this study is not to delve into cause-and-effect relationships
but rather to capture observable patterns, detect constraints and opportunities, and infer
the perspectives and activities of export firms within their regional contexts. The use of a
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survey-based research methodology allows data to be gathered that is both comparable
and standardizable over different firms and industries, entailing both objective quantitative
measures (export-to-turnover ratio, employment) and subjective qualitative evaluation
scales (levels of satisfaction with infrastructure or institutional assistance). By focusing at
the firm level within a defined regional framework, this research seeks to bridge the gap
between national trade data and the experiences of everyday regional development. Data
collected will be a basis against which to evaluate the export firms’ effects in economic, so-
cial, and environmental areas, with profound implications for regional policy development
and strategic programming.

The key data collection tool was a rigorously designed questionnaire, tailor-made to
capture a wide variety of data related to the operational, economic, and strategic activities
of export firms in Eastern Macedonia and Thrace. The tool was designed to align with the
conceptual framework discussed in the literature, combining the dimensions of the triple-
bottom-line concept (economic effectiveness, environmental effects, and accountability to
society) with regional infrastructure, innovation, and the institutional framework. The
questionnaire consisted of four thematic areas, all of which are elaborated in full in the later
Table 1.

Table 1. Questionnaire Structure and Response Formats.

Section

Thematic Focus Content Summary

A. Business Profile

Sector, location, year of establishment, export history,

Firm characteristics . ..
size, turnover, cost structure, gender composition

B. Export Performance
and Barriers

Assessment of profit margins, market access, tariffs,

Export activity and challenges quality standards, consumer behavior

C. Infrastructure and
Institutional Environment

Evaluation of transport networks, energy
infrastructure, labor access,
cooperation with local institutions

Regional context and
support systems

Likelihood of moving firm location within

Strategic planning Greece or abroad; preferred destinations

Impact of firm’s regional /national

Spatial branding location on brand perception
Modernization, collaboration, Importance of digital transformation, university
and corporate responsibility collaboration, CSR, circular economy practices

D. Innovation, . ; ; 3
Sustainability, and Strateglc interest in R.elevance of dev'el(')pmg pla.tforms for tracking
Strateeic Orientation impact assessment environmental, logistical, and infrastructural factors
)
Geographical reach Countries where products are currently
and aspirations exported and future target markets

The questions included in the survey were carefully selected to enable a compre-
hensive and subtle examination of the economic role of export-oriented firms within the
regional economy. Based on time-tested theoretical frameworks related to regional develop-
ment, international trade, and business sustainability, the survey was designed to include
both quantitative measures and qualitative evaluations within economic, infrastructural,
and strategic aspects. Consideration of demographic characteristics of firms, such as clas-
sification of industries, firm size, and percentage of export revenue, allows segmentation
and comparative analysis to suit different business profiles. Questions related to export
performance, market issues, and cost structures were incorporated to throw light upon
operating constraints and competition dynamics faced by companies operating in export
markets. In parallel, questions related to the quality of infrastructures, institutional coop-
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eration, and relocation policies provide insight into the regional environment and spatial
processes affecting corporate behaviors. Emphasis upon innovation, digitalization, and
sustainability highlights salient priority issues inherent to economic development policy
and aligns concepts such as the triple bottom line and circular economy. By integrating
both perceptual and empirical information, the survey aims to clarify the extent to which
export firms interact with their regional contexts and the way in which such behaviors
influence their potential for development, resilience, and sustainable contributions.

The main research interest targets export-oriented enterprises located in the Region of
Eastern Macedonia and Thrace, a peripheral and cross-border region of northern Greece.
In the absence of a comprehensive and centralized register of export companies in the
area, a purposive non-probability sampling method was adopted. Identification of the
companies was supported using institutional sources with specific reference to the Chamber
of Commerce and Industry of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace. Both of these provided
access to firm-level information with rich details on the industries as well as specific
destinations of export. The databases used as a primary and reliable source of identifying
active companies in the export business have some drawbacks related to the completeness
and contemporaneity of the records and specifically with regard to the small- and micro-
sized companies. Cross-checking against the regional export records as well as with local
umbrella business organizations rectified these problems.

The main research tool used in this research was an internet-based survey question-
naire hosted on the SurveyMonkey platform, carefully crafted to obtain both qualitative and
quantitative information on firm attributes, export performance, infrastructure dependency,
and innovation activity. Though survey-based methods have the advantage of providing
direct feedback from firms immediately, they are beset with issues of self-selection bias,
differences in interpretation of scale-based questions, and the possibility of reporting errors
in variables. To address content validity of the survey questionnaire, it was designed
following existing frameworks used in the field of regional development and sustainability
analysis and was reviewed by subject matter experts before it was launched. Despite such
quality assurance steps, the findings must be viewed with caution, given the non-random
nature of the sample and the inherent weaknesses related to self-reported data.

This method allowed a focus on firms actually involved in exporting activities and
ensured a better relevance of data to the study purpose. A total of 145 firms returned
complete questionnaires, all via an online survey tool made available by the SurveyMon-
key platform. This online platform improved accessibility within the area and allowed
respondents to answer at their convenience, regardless of their location. Even if the sample
is not designed to be representative of all Greek export companies, it gathers a sufficient
and heterogeneous dataset to be suitable for descriptive analysis that is specific to the
area. Participating firms are diverse with respect to size, level of export intensity, and
level of connection to innovation and institutional networks. This sampling technique
can be limited in generalizability but allows a focused and contextualized study of the
export dynamics within a region with distinctive development characteristics. The dataset
constitutes a useful empirical reference to evaluate the regional dynamics of export firms
and to propose targeted policy recommendations. Invitations were extended to each firm
with a statement describing the research purpose, a promise of guaranteeing confidentiality,
and a provision of voluntary participation, compliant with data protection regulations (in
line with GDPR requirements). In each stage of the process, respondents’ anonymity was
guaranteed, and no personally identifiable data (such as firm name or contact information)
were requested. All ethical obligations were met appropriately, ensuring informed consent
and careful handling of all data obtained.
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The utilization of a purposive non-probability sampling methodology allowed the
study to target establishments that are engaged in export activity; nonetheless, the method-
ology has inherent limits in relation to the representativeness of the sample. Randomization
precludes statistical generalization of the findings to the entire population of SMEs that un-
dertake export activity in Greece. Thus, the outcomes should be taken as context-dependent
insights that reflect the establishments operating in the Region of Eastern Macedonia and
Thrace. Moreover, the regional focus offers a certain depth and specificity but, of course,
limits the transferability of the findings to geographic or institutional contexts different
from the one selected. Such limits are taken as an inherent compromise between empirical
significance and wider generalizability, particularly in regional analyses that stem from
place-based development paradigms.

3.2. Data Processing and Analysis

Upon completion of data collection, all the responses were fetched from SurveyMon-
key and exported to a spreadsheet format and subsequently transferred to SPSS Statistics
Version 29 (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) to be analyzed and processed exten-
sively. Before commencing with any analytics process, the dataset was thoroughly checked
to identify any missing values, especially missing data instances, and outlier observations
or inconsistent ones. Incomplete replies, in particular with missing entire sections, were
not included in the analysis to maintain data integrity and internal validity. Descriptive
and exploratory statistical procedures were utilized in the analysis, known to be efficient
in revealing patterns and distributions between variables. For categorical and ordinal
variables, descriptive measures such as means, medians, standard deviations, frequencies,
and percentages were computed. Central tendency and dispersion of the Likert items were
measured to test the perceived levels of regional variables and business practices.

In cases where cross-variable relationships were explored (e.g., export intensity vs.
infrastructure satisfaction), bivariate correlation analysis was performed using Spearman’s
rho (p) for ordinal data, due to the non-parametric nature of the variables. The formula for
Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient is given by:

_ 6y d?
P—l—m )

where:

d; = difference between the ranks of two variables for observation

n = number of observations

To assess variation across groups (e.g., firm size categories or sectors), non-parametric
tests such as the Kruskal-Wallis H test were employed:

H= n(nli—l) Y m(RE) =3(n+1) )

where:

n = total number of observations

n; = number of observations in group i

R; = sum of ranks in group i

k = number of groups

Given the wide range of the survey with respect to economic, infrastructural, and
innovation factors, the findings were systematically grouped according to the questionnaire
framework, thus allowing logical and narrative presentation of findings in Section 4.

The validity and authenticity of both the findings and the research tools formed a basic
aspect of the methodology and its execution. Content validity was ensured by mapping
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the questionnaire items to the conceptual frameworks elicited in literature pertaining to
regional development, export performance, and the measurement of business footprints.
Survey and organization were screened by subject-matter experts to ensure relevance
and understandability. Proof of construct validity was established by grouping items
into thematically related components (i.e., infrastructure, innovation, sustainability) and
ensuring that each of them was designed to measure distinct dimensions of the export
firms’ footprints. Even without the use of confirmatory factor analysis within the research,
owing to limitations related to sample size and being descriptive in nature, each thematic
component was assessed in terms of internal consistency. To assess internal reliability of
the multi-item sections (especially those using Likert-type scales), Cronbach’s alpha (a) was
calculated, as below: B
g— . N¢ 3)
1+ (N-1)c

where:

N = number of items

¢ = average covariance between item-pairs

U = average variance

A threshold of o« > 0.7 was used to indicate acceptable internal consistency, consistent
with methodological standards in social sciences (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Where
alpha values were slightly below this threshold, item-level diagnostics were reviewed
to identify potential inconsistencies. In terms of external validity, the study’s findings
are specific to the Region of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace and cannot be generalized
to all export firms in Greece. However, the methodology ensures contextual validity by
capturing firm-level insights that reflect the structural and institutional characteristics of
the selected region.

4. Questionnaire Key Results
4.1. Firm Characteristics and Export Profile

The descriptive analysis of firm-level data presented in Table 2 provides an integrated
overview of the export-oriented firms operating within the area of Eastern Macedonia
and Thrace. A total of 145 export-oriented firms participated in the survey, representing a
diverse cross-section of the regional business landscape in Eastern Macedonia and Thrace.
A considerable percentage of the firms (42.66%) reported their establishment before the
year 2000, reflecting a strongly established presence within the economy of the area; at
the same time, 39.86% were established after 2010, reflecting a considerable increase in
entrepreneurial activities over the past decade. Additionally, considerable growth in export
operations has been noted in recent years, with 54.75% of companies starting international
operations after 2010. In reference to organizational positions, more than half of the respon-
dents (51.30%) are either members of the Board of Directors or shareholders, reflecting a
substantial level of decision-making power within the respondents. The sample illustrates
substantial variation with regard to company size, sector affiliation, and export approach.
Micro-enterprises, which have fewer than 10 employees, comprise the largest majority
of the sample at 66.91%, while small firms, with between 10 and 30 employees, account
for another 17.27%. In contrast, medium and large firms, with more than 100 employees,
account for a lesser percentage, reflective of the general business environment of the region.
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Table 2. Questionnaire data descriptive analysis.

Variables Descriptive Statistics n (%)

Business Operation launch period

Before 2000 42.66%
2000-2010 17.48%
2010-2020 23.08%
After 2020 16.78%

Export Operation launch period

Before 2000 23.36%
2000-2010 21.90%
2010-2020 28.47%
After 2020 26.28%

Role in the company
Shareholder—Board of Directors 51.30%
General Manager 36.52%
Department/Unit Head 6.96%
Department/Unit Staff Member 5.22%
Number of employees
1-10 66.91%
10-30 17.27%
30-50 5.04%
50-100 1.44%
100-150 5.04%
150-200 0.72%
200-250 2.16%
>250 1.44%
Women employees (as % of total)
<10 35.00%
10-30 20.00%
30-50 18.57%
>50 26.43%
Annual turnover (in Euros €)
<500,000 51.82%
500,000-1,500,000 21.17%
1,500,000-5,000,000 13.14%
5,000,000-10,000,000 3.65%
10,000,000-50,000,000 8.76%
>50,000,000 1.46%
Export activity as % of annual turnover
<10 43.80%
10-30 18.98%
30-50 9.49%

>50 27.74%
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Based on the financial capacity analysis, 51.82% of respondents reported a turnover of
less than €500,000 per year, and a mere 10.22% recorded a turnover of more than €10 million
per year. This ratio indicates the predominance of small-scale businesses in the regional
export structure. From the perspective of export orientation, 27.74% of companies reported
more than half of the revenue as stemming from international markets, and 43.80% reported
export revenue as less than 10% of the overall turnover. These findings indicate significant
variation in the levels of international market involvement among a range of diverse firms,
from high-export-oriented businesses to those with little international contact. In terms
of classificatory sectors, wholesale and retail trade (34.04%) and manufacturing (31.21%)
sectors are the most advanced. Other sectors include accommodation and food services
(11.35%) and agri-food industries, construction, and mining, as well as a limited represen-
tation of professional and scientific as well as administrative services. This classification
indicates a diversified base of exports that is still anchored in the modern economic struc-
tures of the area. These variables are presented systematically in Table 2 as a comprehensive
classification of the firm’s demographics, sectors represented, turnover categories, and
intensity of export. This profile is vital in contextualizing the following findings and adds
interpretative rigor that is inherent in the empirical results of the analysis.

The sectoral distribution of export-oriented firms in Eastern Macedonia and Thrace,
presented in Figure 1, reveals a pronounced concentration in both trading activities (34.04%
in retail and wholesale trading) and production (31.21% in manufacturing). This result
highlights the area’s dual purpose both as a prime production area and as a leading com-
mercial trading center. Together, the two industries make up over 65% of the firms included
here and thereby underscore their overriding influence over the area’s export-led economy.
The accommodation and food and beverage industries, respectively, command a sizeable
amount (11.35%), reflecting the significance of tourism and hospitality-related exports, es-
pecially within cross-border settings. Although small in size, the agri-food (4.25%), mining
(4.25%), and construction (4.25%) industries play a crucial role, each supporting resource-
based and infrastructure-dependent exports. The administrative (3.55%), science (3.55%),
and information and communication sectors (1.42%), respectively, point to an emerging
diversification in regional economic life. Contrarily, the transportation and logistics sector
(0.71%), although critical to export operations, seems to be underrepresented in the leading
sectors of business, possibly due to sectoral overlap and the dominance of subcontracting.
The heterogeneity in sectors indicates the complexities involved in the regional export
economy and proposes potential avenues of policy intervention and innovative action.

The analysis of current and target export destinations reveals both the geographi-
cal spread and strategic orientation of export firms in the Region of Eastern Macedonia
and Thrace. The most frequently cited current export destinations include Germany, Bul-
garia, Romania, Italy, and Cyprus, illustrating a strong reliance on European markets
and neighboring countries, particularly within the Balkans. These findings reflect not
only geographical proximity and established trade links but also cultural and logistical
familiarity. Additionally, countries like the United States, the United Kingdom, and Saudi
Arabia also appear as active destinations, indicating some penetration into more distant
and economically significant global markets.

In terms of desired future export destinations, firms expressed strong interest in
expanding toward more diversified and high-growth markets, including India, China,
the United Arab Emirates, Canada, and Japan. This reflects a clear ambition to tap into
emerging economies and larger consumer bases while maintaining engagement with
traditional European partners such as Germany, France, Italy, and the Netherlands. Notably,
countries such as Australia, South Korea, and various states in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region also featured prominently, underscoring a growing appetite for
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global market diversification. This shift signals that export firms are increasingly outward-
looking and willing to explore high-potential markets beyond the EU, despite the inherent
complexities of operating in such environments.

Administrative activities Scientific activities
3.55%

3.55%
Water supply

Construction

142 % 4.25 % Information and
. communication
Transportation and 1.42%
logistics 0.71% ’
Mining octivitox Wholesale and
4.25 % retail trade
\. 34.04 %
Agri-food
4.25% SECTOR OF

ECONOMIC
ACTIVITY

Manufacturing
31.21%

Accommodation and
food service activities
1.35 %

Figure 1. Sectoral Distribution of Export-Oriented Firms. The majority of firms operate in wholesale and
retail trade (34.04%) and manufacturing (31.21%), reflecting the dual commercial and productive character
of the regional economy. Notable secondary sectors include accommodation and food services, agri-food, and
construction, indicating a diversified but regionally embedded export base.

4.2. Export Barriers and Regional Growth Initiatives

This section evaluates two key dimensions affecting export firm performance in
Eastern Macedonia and Thrace: the barriers faced in international markets and the regional
infrastructure and institutional environment that support or hinder business growth.

According to Figure 2, the most critical barrier identified was quality specifications
of the importing country, with more than 80% of respondents rating it as either 4 or 5.
This underscores the persistent burden of regulatory compliance, especially in markets
with stringent product standards, and supports previous findings that non-tariff barriers
constitute a primary concern for exporters. Following closely were concerns related to profit
margins and competitors” product prices, with approximately 75-80% of firms assigning
high importance to these economic pressures. Similarly, customs duties and clearance
costs were ranked as a significant burden by over 70% of respondents, highlighting the
financial and procedural challenges of cross-border trade. Issues related to consumer
preferences and exchange rate volatility were rated slightly lower, though still notable—
indicating sensitivity to market behavior and macroeconomic instability. Interestingly, the
lowest-rated barrier, though still significant, was the difficulty in finding representatives or
distributors abroad.

To assess the relationship between these barriers and actual export performance, a
Spearman’s rank correlation analysis was conducted. The results indicate a statistically
significant negative correlation between perceived compliance barriers and export intensity
(measured as export turnover ratio), with p = —0.34 (p < 0.05). This implies that firms
that perceive higher certification or regulatory burdens tend to exhibit lower engagement
in foreign markets. The internal consistency of the barrier items was confirmed by a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81, indicating high reliability of the measurement scale.

The results depicted in Figure 3 provide a detailed overview of how export-oriented
firms in Eastern Macedonia and Thrace perceive the importance of various infrastructure
and institutional support factors for business development. Among all categories, access to
neighboring markets and geographical location received the highest importance ratings,
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with more than 80% of firms assigning them a score of 4 or 5. Transport infrastructure, par-
ticularly the road network, was also highly rated, with over 75% of respondents considering
it important or very important. However, infrastructure elements like the railway network
and airport infrastructure received relatively lower scores, possibly reflecting limitations
in service quality, coverage, or perceived relevance to the firms’ current logistics models.
In terms of human capital, both access to specialized labor and general labor availability
were considered highly important (ratings > 4 by approximately 70% of firms), pointing to
persistent workforce challenges in regional business environments.

o Insignificant e Very important

Finding representatives

Quality specifications of the importing country
Consumer habits of residents

Duties/customs clearance cost

Exchange rate

Competitors' product prices

Profit margin

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 5S0% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Figure 2. Perceived Importance of Key Export Barriers in Primary International Markets. Quality
compliance requirements and customs duties are identified as the most significant trade barriers, with over
80% of firms assigning them high importance. These non-tariff constraints appear to negatively affect export
intensity, particularly among SMEs in structurally remote regions.
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Collaboration with the academic and research community I
Collaboration with local entities (professional associations, chambers, etc.) N
Collaboration with Local Government bodies (Municipality, Region) [N
Access to financial tools of the Region [N
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Figure 3. Perceived Importance of Strategic Initiatives of Export Enhancement. Geographical location
and access to neighboring markets are considered major enablers of export activity, followed by the adequacy of
transport infrastructure. These responses reflect the region’s dependence on spatial connectivity and logistical
accessibility.

Sectoral differences were explored using a Kruskal-Wallis H test, which revealed
statistically significant variation in the importance of product development across firm
types (H = 6.87, p < 0.01), with manufacturing firms assigning it the highest weight. More-
over, Spearman’s rho indicated a positive correlation between the importance of product
development and the proportion of turnover derived from exports (p = 0.38, p < 0.05),
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confirming that innovation-oriented firms tend to exhibit stronger export engagement. The
internal reliability of this scale was also high, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82.

Figure 4 analyzes the perceived importance of public and regional investments
in critical infrastructure sectors. The most highly rated infrastructure category was
telecommunications—Internet, with nearly 90% of firms assigning a rating of 4 or 5. Energy
infrastructure and transportation followed closely, with over 80% of respondents deeming
them as “important” or “very important”. These results reaffirm the centrality of reliable
and cost-effective energy supply and mobility systems for export-intensive operations.
Other infrastructure areas such as potable water, irrigation, and flood protection also re-
ceived considerable attention (over 70% of respondents rated them 4 or 5), especially among
firms in the agri-food and manufacturing sectors. In contrast, health infrastructure and
cultural investment were rated slightly lower in direct business relevance, although still
significant. These categories received strong support from approximately 60-70% of firms.

Insignificant ° Very important

Telecommunications - Internet
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Flood protection
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Energy
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Figure 4. Perceived Importance of Investment in Critical Infrastructures. Digital infrastructure
(telecommunications and internet) and energy supply infrastructure received the highest ratings, indicating
their strategic value for operational efficiency and export performance.

The distribution of responses across the infrastructure categories showed consistent
emphasis on physical and digital foundations over softer infrastructure types. A Kruskal-
Wallis test indicated statistically significant differences in priority depending on sector, with
agricultural firms placing more importance on irrigation and flood protection (H=7.12,
p <0.01), while service-based firms emphasized telecom and culture. The reliability of
the full infrastructure investment scale was confirmed with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.78,
indicating strong internal consistency. Furthermore, the structure and selection of infras-
tructure items align with EU cohesion policy objectives and smart specialization strategies,
reinforcing the content validity of the measurement instrument.

4.3. Innovation Capacity, Sustainability, and Strategic Orientation

This subsection explores the normative and ethical frameworks that underpin firm
strategy, based on firm ratings of business values. Dimensions analyzed include corporate
ethics, transparency, gender equality, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and commit-
ment to quality and environmental responsibility.

The survey data displayed in Figure 5 offers valuable insight into the ethical and
social value framework that guides the operations of export-oriented firms in the Region of
Eastern Macedonia and Thrace. Among the most highly rated dimensions was corporate
ethics and anti-corruption, with an overwhelming majority of firms (approx. 85-90%) rating
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this as important or very important. Corporate social responsibility (CSR), environmen-
tal and biodiversity protection, and employee training and health and safety also scored
prominently, all receiving high importance ratings from over 70% of firms. In addition, par-
ticipation of women in leadership, student internship opportunities, and bioethics/lifestyle
issues received moderate to high levels of support.

Insignificant ° Very important

Corporate ethics and anti-corruption issues
Bioethics and lifestyle issues

Student internships
Environmental/biodiversity protection
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Employee occupational health and safety

Employee training

Participation of women in leadership/administrative positions
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Figure 5. Perceived Importance of Core Business Values and Organizational Culture. Firms placed
strong emphasis on corporate ethics, transparency, and corporate social responsibility. Environmental
protection and employee well-being were also widely prioritized, suggesting an emerging value-
based strategic orientation among regional exporters.

The consistency of responses across this diverse value set supports the internal co-
herence of the measurement scale. This was confirmed with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.75,
indicating reliable internal consistency. Furthermore, the spread of values included in
the questionnaire aligns with internationally recognized sustainability and corporate gov-
ernance frameworks (e.g., SDGs, ESG criteria), reinforcing the content validity of this
survey component.

Figure 6 presents the firms’ evaluations of eight key factors relevant to the circular
economy. These dimensions capture sustainability practices related to resource efficiency,
waste management, and renewable energy, all of which are increasingly recognized as
integral to sustainable business development. Among all surveyed items, energy produc-
tion from renewable sources (RES) and material recycling received the highest importance
ratings, with nearly 90% of firms indicating these as either important or very important.
Closely following were material reuse and shortage of hazardous materials/waste, with
approximately 80-85% of respondents rating them highly. Other categories, including
water management, energy from biomass, and the shortage of solid and liquid waste, were
also rated as important, though with slightly more variation in perceived significance
across firms.

The overall internal consistency of the circular economy item set was measured via
Cronbach’s alpha (« = 0.77), confirming high reliability. The broad support for most items
and their logical alignment with circular economy frameworks further affirm the content
validity of the construct. These findings collectively suggest that firms are not only aware
of sustainability imperatives but are increasingly integrating environmental priorities
into their strategic planning. However, the differences in intensity across categories also
point to the need for sector-sensitive policy incentives and infrastructure support to fully
operationalize circular practices in the regional business landscape.
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Figure 6. Perceived Importance of Adoption of Circular Economy and Sustainability Practices.
Recycling, material reuse, and the adoption of renewable energy are ranked as highly important by a majority of
firms. These practices reflect increasing awareness of environmental concerns and a shift toward sustainability-
aligned export strategies.

The results depicted in Figure 7 reflect firm-level perceptions of the importance of
digital platforms that support monitoring and evaluation in the context of regional trans-
formation, infrastructure, and sustainability. The highest-rated item was energy cost
monitoring, with over 85% of firms rating it as “important” or “very important”. Likewise,
operation of critical infrastructure and environmental impacts received similarly high levels
of support, suggesting that firms are increasingly invested in understanding the systemic
conditions that influence their operating environment. Digital transformation of cities and
regions (Smart City—Region) and mobility /accessibility indicators were also prioritized by
respondents. Meanwhile, supply chain cost tracking emerged as another critical area, with
more than 75% of firms viewing it as vital.

Operation of cricalnfastructre [ _
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Figure 7. Perceived Importance of Strategic Intelligence and Monitoring Tools. Energy cost monitoring
and infrastructure performance tracking are viewed as essential for decision-making. Firms also value tools
for monitoring environmental impacts and mobility, indicating a strong interest in digital transformation for
competitive positioning.

The overall consistency of these items as a conceptual group was strong, supported by
a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.79, indicating reliable internal cohesion. Additionally, a Spearman’s
rank correlation analysis showed that firms placing higher importance on environmental
monitoring tools were also more likely to rate renewable energy and recycling practices
highly (p = 0.41, p < 0.01), demonstrating construct validity through cross-domain alignment.
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To further explore structural differences in firm responses, independent-sample t-
tests were used to test for differences in firm structure variations in responses based on
the views of micro-enterprises (1-10 employees) as compared with small-to-medium-
sized enterprises (over 10 employees) on specific Likert-scale statements. A number of
statistically significant differences emerged. Small-to-medium-sized enterprises revealed
a significantly stronger focus on the importance of logistics cost control (p = 0.0042), the
functionality of key infrastructure (p = 0.0124), and the development of mobility and
infrastructure monitoring systems (p = 0.0006) when compared with micro-enterprises.
These differences infer that small-to-medium-sized enterprises face increased operational
complexity and hence greater vulnerability to variation in energy costs, supply chain
variability, and the effectiveness of public infrastructure. Moreover, the priority placed on
energy cost control was significantly greater among small-to-medium-sized enterprises
(p = 0.0008), demonstrating the importance of scale and number with respect to fixed cost
vulnerability. Micro-enterprises generally rated most items as being of significance but
with less differentiation in responses, possibly reflecting more constrained operational
views and limited experience in applying strategic planning tools. Small-to-medium-
sized enterprises, however, appeared more responsive to systemic issues and strategic
infrastructure control in keeping with greater internationalization orientation and resource
capacity. These statistically significant differences infer the argument that firm size is a
significant moderator of the way that businesses react to the operating environment and
respond to infrastructure priorities in response to policy.

5. Discussion

The findings outlined in this research make a valuable contribution to the understand-
ing of the operational, institutional, and strategic forces that determine the conduct of
export-oriented enterprises in the Eastern Macedonia and Thrace Region. This region is
defined as geographically peripheral and transnational and with structural development
imbalances. Examining the case within the combined frameworks of regional competitive-
ness (Porter, 1990; Camagni, 2002), export performance theory (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994), and
the European Union’s cohesion and smart specialization policies (Foray et al., 2012), the
findings reveal systemic limitations and endogenous opportunities that are inherent within
this less urbanized economic environment.

The dynamics revealed by this work reflect wider trends apparent in other periphery
regions of the European Union. For instance, Rangel-Preciado et al. (2021) found that SMEs
in the case of Extremadura, Spain, face similar infrastructure and institutional issues but
have used regional networks successfully to facilitate their export activity. Also, Parejo et al.
(2019) recorded the role of local production systems in the internationalization of SMEs in
the less developed periphery of Portugal. Similarly, in a comparable context, studies within
the Baltic setting have emphasized key roles for multi-level governance and European
Union structural funds in affecting the export channels of faraway economies (Medve-
Balint & Szabd, 2024). These comparative instances highlight the need for place-based
policies and justify the transferability of observations from Eastern Macedonia and Thrace
to other situations with similar structural weaknesses.

The initial study of non-tariff barriers, mainly related to product standards, customs
measures, and administrative requirements, offers a significant basis for the current debate
within academic research concerning the disproportionate effect of regulatory complexity
upon small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) located in underdeveloped regions
(World Bank, 2020; OECD, 2017). The finding that more than 80% of firms view such
barriers to be highly important, and the negative correlation with export performance
that has been found, supports the argument that institutional frictions and compliance
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costs are foremost hindrances to internationalization in disadvantaged regions (Abiad
et al., 2016; Bell et al., 2001). Such disincentives are especially discernible in areas like
Eastern Macedonia and Thrace, where firms are pushed to navigate the complex regulatory
structures of both EU and non-EU markets because of their geospatial location.

Analysis of regional investments and prioritized infrastructures highlights the impor-
tance of physical and spatial conditions in connection to export preparedness. High levels of
connectivity to proximate markets, transport infrastructures, and ICT infrastructures are con-
sistent with new economic geography theories, where accessibility and network externalities
are determinant factors in a region’s export capacity (Krugman, 1991; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018).
Additionally, a relatively low level of sectoral diversification with respect to infrastructural
demands, especially concerning basic functions like irrigation and protection against floods
for agri-food firms, highlights the need to develop place-based policies, a main element of
the European Union’s strategy towards the smart specialization policy (Barca et al., 2012).
The findings show a re-emphasized relevance of basic infrastructures to firms located within
peripheral economies even in a digitalization-focused perspective.

A strategic emphasis on product development innovation, international marketing
efforts, and trade show participation strongly underpins the resource-based view (RBV)
of the firm and creates a bridge between competitive advantage, internal assets, and an
inclination towards innovation (Teece, 2007; Barney, 1991). The confirmed nexus between
export intensity and product development also supports this theory and highlights the
strategic need to be flexible to penetrate international markets. In contrast, the compara-
tively lesser focus on digital transformation speaks to a lack of preparedness, especially in
more traditional sectors. This finding is aligned with earlier research mapping peripheral
areas of the European Union, where there was found to be a lack of proper implementation
of Industry 4.0 strategies by SMEs (European Commission, 2024) and, thus, the need to
prioritize capacity-building measures.

The study of corporate values reveals the emergence of a holistic strategic culture
among regional companies characterized by a high emphasis on ethics, openness, corporate
social responsibility (CSR), and employee well-being. This finding is consistent with
the increased integration of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) factors in the
corporate structures, especially in companies located outside of the cities (Korhonen et al.,
2018; D. Dimitriou et al., 2024). The alignment of the above with international standards like
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the EU Green Deal emphasizes the role of
ethical governance and social integration in achieving relative performance improvement,
above and beyond reputational factors.

This value-based orientation is further reflected in firms’ strong support for circular
economy practices, in particular the use of renewable energy, recycling, and the reuse
of materials. These findings are consistent with the growing scholarly and policy litera-
ture emphasizing circular economy transitions as not just critical from an environmental
perspective but also valuable from an economic viewpoint (Korhonen et al., 2018; Kirch-
herr et al., 2017). While the overall support level was high, the variation in significance
across sectors reflects the need for sector-specific policy inducements and infrastructure
investments to translate sustainability awareness into consistent practices.

In the end, the significant priority laid upon digital platforms utilized for monitor-
ing and evaluation purposes—specifically energy consumption, ecological impacts, and
infrastructural effectiveness—evinces a shift towards evidence-based informed strategic
knowledge and decision-making. The proven correlation between environmental manage-
ment tools and sustainability targets evinces the integration of concepts between heretofore
separated disciplines. Such findings enable the development of astute regional contexts,
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where real-time data systems enhance public governance and strengthen proactive poten-
tiality within the private sector (Batty et al., 2012).

In conclusion, evidence analysis supports that export-oriented firms in Eastern Mace-
donia and Thrace operate at the nexus of structural constraints and strengthening com-
petencies. The size and extent of their activities are determined by regulatory systems,
the character of infrastructure, systems of innovation, strategic targets, and a mounting
concern with environmental issues. Such dynamics demonstrate both peripheral areas’
challenges and the latent capability to change within regional business conditions. In
terms of policy development and strategic planning, the implication emerges: overcoming
barriers and strengthening regional competitiveness calls upon a coherent alignment of
context-dependent export development, targeted upgrading of infrastructures, stimula-
tion of innovation, and environmental protection. This work contributes to the empirical
literature on export dynamics within underdeveloped areas and calls upon comprehen-
sive territorial development policies with a view to promoting economic development in
alignment with current EU policy interests.

6. Conclusions

The research explored the operational, strategic, and institutional characteristics of
export companies located in the Eastern Macedonia and Thrace Region of northern Greece,
a region marked by its peripheral and cross-border nature. Based on firm-level data col-
lected through an in-depth questionnaire survey, the analysis focused on aspects affecting
international competitiveness, such as infrastructural preparedness, regulatory barriers,
innovation potential, and the diffusion of sustainable practices. This study emphasizes the
complex interaction between local development determinants and the internationalization
processes to market, capturing both the dominant limitations as well as the emerging
potential of companies operating within these territorial environments. The empirical
results show that although some weaknesses remain, namely, regarding transportation
and energy infrastructure, institutional fragmentation, and administrative costs related to
export compliance, a significant percentage of companies have demonstrated substantial
potential for international growth. Importantly, there is a growing tendency for companies
to embrace innovation, sustainability, and digital technologies, all of which are increasingly
becoming necessary prerequisites for sustaining competitiveness in global markets. These
tendencies are of particular significance in areas that have traditionally remained outside
the core regions of both Greece and the European Union.

In the policy-making framework, the findings highlight a number of key areas that
call for action. The development of physical infrastructure, especially in road connectivity,
digital infrastructure, and the provision of energy, is key to decreasing logistical inefficien-
cies and operational costs incurred by companies. At the same time, the creation of a more
integrated innovation ecosystem with better cooperation between companies, research and
innovation centers, and government bodies could notably enhance companies’ capacities
to develop innovative products and services, absorb high-end technologies, and attain
competitiveness in the international markets. It is necessary for chambers of commerce and
regional development agencies to advance the coordination of their activities for provid-
ing targeted support mechanisms to small and medium-sized enterprises. Moreover, the
intense interest expressed by respondents in sustainability, circular economy principles,
and ecological responsibility is a considerable opportunity for policymakers. Targeted
incentives concerning these challenges can encourage the introduction of environmentally
sound practices as well as the international visibility of regional businesses. Finally, efforts
focused on the development of regional branding and the support of involvement in in-
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ternational trade missions can increase visibility and market entry, especially for sectors
characterized by strong local identities or specialized know-how.

In practical terms, regional administrations should weigh the creation of localized
“export facilitation units” or centralized advisory offices that could be housed within cham-
bers of commerce or regional development organizations. These units might become a
convenient center of information dissemination, specialized training programs, and ad-
ministrative support for SMEs considering international market outreach. Simultaneously,
public financial tools should focus on value-oriented subsidies that promote the uptake of
digital infrastructures (such as supply chain digitization and e-commerce platforms) as well
as renewable energy systems by the export companies. In addition, capacity development
programs that correspond with the productive specialization of the area—or specifically
the sectors of manufacturing and logistics—can more effectively prepare companies with
the necessary technical capacities and strategic assets that enable them to undertake inter-
nationalization. Integrated into comprehensive place-based development policies, these
interventions have the potential to unveil dormant export potential and stimulate long-term
growth in structurally disadvantaged regions.

Future research would benefit greatly from a systematic analysis of firms’ participation
in industrial or business agglomerations, such as clusters, industrial districts, or local
production systems. Spatial agglomerations such as these have long been known to
facilitate external economies of scale in a range of ways, such as business interdependence,
institutional support, and access to specialized labor markets, that cumulatively increase
export orientation and regional competitiveness. The extent to which such agglomeration
dynamics work in structurally cross-border regions such as Eastern Macedonia and Thrace
is an open question that has far-reaching implications for territorial development and SME
internationalization strategy. In short, firm integration into structurally disadvantaged
regions requires more than the efforts of individual firms; it requires coordinated, place-
based development policies that engage infrastructure, institutional support, innovation,
and sustainability. By articulating policy architecture with the distinct needs and resources
of the periphery regions and building the international ambitions of local business firms,
regions such as Eastern Macedonia and Thrace can exit the periphery of export-oriented
activity and become the vanguard of innovative and sustainable growth.
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