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Research Article (SMEs) in emerging economies require cognitive capabilities and effective decision-
making in uncertain environments. However, the existing literature regarding the
impact of managerial cognition on the internationalization process is characterized by
conceptual fragmentation and empirical inconsistencies. Aiming to bridge this gap and
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systematically synthesize existing knowledge, the present study elucidates the impact
of managerial cognitive capabilities on the internationalization outcomes of these
enterprises using a meta-synthesis method. To this end, by employing Sandelowski
and Barroso's seven-step model and the PRISMA protocol guidelines, out of 291
initial studies, 48 articles meeting the quality and inclusion criteria were selected and
subjected to content analysis through a coding approach. The findings reveal that
managerial cognitive architecture, within the framework of dual-process theory
(rational/analytical versus experiential/intuitive), determines the pattern of entry
(incremental versus rapid) into international markets. Furthermore, managerial
dynamic capabilities (comprising human, social, and cognitive capital) act as a
mediating mechanism, playing a vital role in translating individual cognition into
strategic actions and export performance. Additionally, it was found that factors such
as market dynamism and institutional voids act as institutional moderators, shaping
the effectiveness of these capabilities. Ultimately, the proposed conceptual model can
contribute to a deeper understanding of the cognitive micro-foundations of
internationalization and outline novel pathways for policymaking in transition
markets.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

In today's highly dynamic and competitive global landscape, the internationalization of Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) is no longer a simple mechanical growth stage but a strategic
imperative. However, entering foreign markets is fraught with high uncertainty, institutional
unfamiliarity, and structural ambiguities. This is particularly challenging for SMEs operating in
transition economies, which are characterized by rapid economic growth coupled with high market
volatility and weak formal institutions (institutional voids). While traditional structural models of
internationalization, such as the Uppsala model, emphasize the gradual accumulation of market
knowledge and physical resources, recent empirical evidence highlights a profound shift. An
increasing number of SMEs are undergoing rapid, early, and bold internationalization, giving rise
to concepts like "born-global" firms.

To explain these heterogeneous trajectories, contemporary international business literature has
pivoted toward the "microfoundations" perspective and Upper Echelons Theory. This approach
argues that structural variables are insufficient to explain competitive advantage; instead, the
cognitive architecture, mental models, and information-processing capabilities of key decision-
makers (managers and entrepreneurs) are the primary drivers of strategic change. Despite the
acknowledged importance of managerial cognition, the existing literature remains heavily
fragmented. Constructs such as cognitive styles, global mindset, and risk perception are often
conflated or studied in isolation. Furthermore, there are contradictory findings regarding whether
intuitive or analytical cognitive styles are more effective, and how institutional voids in transition
economies moderate these effects. Therefore, this study aims to systematically synthesize the
scattered literature to develop a comprehensive conceptual framework. The primary objective is
to explain how individual cognitive dimensions, translated through dynamic managerial
capabilities, impact the speed, scope, and trajectory of SME internationalization in the highly
turbulent context of transition economies.

Method

To achieve a deep, integrated understanding of the phenomenon, this study adopted an Interpretive
Meta-synthesis methodology based on the seven-step model proposed by Sandelowski and
Barroso. Unlike quantitative meta-analyses that aggregate statistical effect sizes, interpretive meta-
synthesis allows researchers to extract, decode, and synthesize conceptual mechanisms, theoretical
models, and qualitative findings into a novel, overarching narrative framework.

To ensure rigorous literature retrieval and prevent selection bias, the PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) protocol was rigorously applied. The
search strategy targeted highly credible international databases, including Web of Science, Scopus,
and Google Scholar, covering a 25-year publication timeframe from 2000 to 2025. A
comprehensive Boolean search string was developed, combining keywords related to independent
variables (managerial cognition, entrepreneurial cognition, dual-process theory, global mindset),
mediating variables (dynamic managerial capabilities), dependent variables (internationalization
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speed, export performance, cross-border expansion), and contextual variables (transition
economies, emerging markets, institutional voids).

The initial search yielded 291 articles. After removing 80 duplicates, 211 articles underwent
primary screening based on title and abstract relevance. Articles focusing exclusively on large
multinational corporations, macroeconomic policies, or strictly developed markets were excluded.
Subsequently, 50 full-text articles were retained for in-depth quality appraisal using the Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool. Two independent reviewers evaluated the
methodological rigor, research design, and data validity of these studies. Articles scoring below
30 out of 50 were excluded, resulting in a final robust sample of 48 peer-reviewed articles. Data
extraction and synthesis were conducted using directed content analysis. Open codes were
extracted, categorized into sub-categories, and finally abstracted into core theoretical themes. Peer
debriefing and Cohen's Kappa coefficient methodologies were utilized to resolve any coding
discrepancies and ensure high reliability.

Results and Discussion

The rigorous content analysis and synthesis of the selected literature yielded a multifaceted
conceptual framework that transcends linear explanations of SME internationalization. The
findings are categorized into core theoretical themes that elucidate the causal and contingent
relationships between cognition, capabilities, and market environments.

Firstly, the synthesis revealed the profound impact of Cognitive Styles and Architecture on
internationalization speed, largely explained through Dual-Process Theory. The evidence
demonstrates that in highly uncertain and volatile environments, reliance on the analytical/rational
cognitive system (which is slow, methodical, and data-dependent) often leads to "analytical
paralysis" due to the lack of reliable market data. Conversely, managers who utilize an
experiential/intuitive cognitive system—rtelying on heuristics and pattern recognition—are
capable of making rapid decisions, thereby driving accelerated and early internationalization (e.g.,
born-global trajectories). However, the literature suggests that no single style is absolute;
successful managers maintain cognitive complexity, oscillating between intuition for rapid entry
and analytical thinking for long-term market consolidation.

Secondly, the results highlight the indispensable role of Dynamic Managerial Capabilities as
Mediating Mechanisms. The meta-synthesis firmly establishes that raw individual cognition (such
as a global mindset or cultural intelligence) does not directly generate competitive advantage.
Instead, human, social, and cognitive capital act as micro-level resources that must be translated
into action through dynamic capabilities. Managers use their cognitive frameworks to "sense"
weak signals and identify foreign opportunities; they leverage their social networks to "seize" these
opportunities and mobilize resources; and they utilize their experiential knowledge to
"reconfigure" the SME’s business model to fit the host country's requirements.

Thirdly, the study uncovers the critical Moderating Role of Transition Economies and
Institutional Voids. In transition economies, where formal institutions (e.g., legal frameworks,
property rights) are weak and market volatility is high, managerial cognition and informal social
capital act as substitute institutions. Managers with high cultural intelligence successfully navigate
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these institutional voids to facilitate cross-border transactions. However, the synthesis also
uncovers a paradox: excessive reliance on closed informal networks in transition economies can
lead to "Cognitive Lock-in." This phenomenon restricts the inflow of novel information, blinding
managers to innovative opportunities in highly developed markets and ultimately hindering long-
term export performance.

In conclusion, this study provides a cohesive, multi-level conceptual model demonstrating that
SME internationalization in transition economies is not merely a resource-driven process, but a
deeply cognitive one. The framework shifts the paradigm from structural determinism to
managerial agency. Practically, the findings suggest that policymakers and export-promotion
agencies should move beyond providing mere financial subsidies. Instead, they should focus on
cultivating managers' global mindsets, cognitive flexibility, and dynamic capabilities to ensure
sustained resilience and success in unpredictable global markets.
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