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Abstract. This study aims to explore the importance of export barriers and to achieve 
this by comparing different industry types and firm sizes. We performed a cross-sectional 
study of 529 Portuguese export firms drawn from the database held by a Portuguese 
Industrial Association – Business Confederation. From multivariate analysis of variance 
and the Tukey’s HSD (Honestly Significant Difference) test, we conclude that the more 
important export barriers mentioned by the firms proved more external than internal. Our 
results also show that the service and retail trade sectors were the sectors reporting the 
greatest peculiarities regarding export barriers. Thus, we identify an “industry effect” as 
regards export barriers even while our findings do not indicate any “size effect”. Knowing 
the industry-specific export barriers enables companies not only to better coordinate and 
perform export processes but also to better anticipate the behaviour of their competitors. 
Other practical and theoretical implications will also be presented.

Keywords: export barriers, internationalization, globalization, industry, firm size, Por-
tugal. 
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Introduction 

Export barriers in a firm’s environment may display many facets and across two dif-
ferent levels: internal and external to the firm (Suarez-Ortega 2003; Uner et al. 2013). 
In the era of globalization, identifying export barriers appears a fairly useful means of 
working the chain of perceptions, interpretations and actions that enable firms to adapt 
to their surroundings and aim for successful internationalization processes. 
Some studies have contributed to the elimination or reduction of these barriers (see 
Richardson 1993, for the case of the United States). Indeed, export barriers emerge 
as major limitations to the internationalization process but, whenever correctly identi-
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fied, susceptible to overcoming through the good preparation that leads firms to take 
the appropriate steps (see Dent 2002, for the case of East Asian countries). However, 
not all firms have the same capacities in this endeavour and the final result depends 
considerably on their respective industry and size. These dimensions have been rela-
tively overlooked in the literature on export barriers. In the present paper, we analyse 
these differences among firms and their effects when dealing with export barriers in the 
Portuguese case. This is of interest not only due to the subject itself but also because 
the country has displayed major shortcomings at this level with exports structurally and 
consistently lagging behind imports (Silva 2008; Silva, Simões 2012). 
Thus, in order to obtain greater levels of the beneficial effects generated by export 
activities, there is an increased need to study export barriers. Several published studies 
have focused on particular industries but the overall discussion of export barriers from 
this perspective remains somewhat scanty. Empirical evidence points toward the exist-
ence of certain variances between industries, for example, export barriers are generally 
higher in the service sector than in the manufacturing sector (e.g., Kedia, Chhokar 1986; 
Da Silva, Da Rocha 2001). To our knowledge, there are as yet no consensual studies 
about export barriers across various industries within the Portuguese context. 
In spite of the potential benefits, starting up exportation processes constitutes a difficult 
decision because this inevitably implies risks and especially for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs). For this reason, the literature on export barriers has centred on 
SMEs in recent decades (e.g., Andersson et al. 2004; Narayanan 2015). Export barri-
ers have also caused a change in how SMEs operate in terms of engaging with export 
markets. Moreover, the current competitive and global environments, as well the relative 
absence of slack resources, force SMEs to cope with greater complexity (Strandholm, 
Kumar 2003). As noted by Calof (1994), small firms differ from large firms in several 
important respects that may affect their response to export barriers. Despite some studies 
approaching the differences in export barriers between large companies and SMEs (e.g., 
Andersson et al. 2004; Nadkarni, Perez 2007; Rundh 2007; Katsikeas, Morgan 1994; 
Suarez-Ortega 2003), this does not particularly hold for the Portuguese case.
To overcome this research gap, the main objective of this paper involves exploring the 
importance of export barriers and achieves this by comparing different industry types 
and firm sizes. Hence, this study focuses on answering the following research question: 
are export barriers influenced by industry type and firm size? In fact, there has been little 
research analysing the joint effect of both industry type and firm size and, in particular, 
our research represents one of the very first attempts to study these joint barrier effects 
on Portuguese exporting firms.

1. Literature review and hypotheses development 

1.1. Export barriers 
An important model in the area of exports points to four categories of barriers (Ra-
maswami, Yang 1990): (1) export knowledge, (2) limited internal resources, (3) proce-
dural barriers and (4) external variables. Okpara and Koumbiadis (2009) and Rajendran 
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(2015) also studied the conceptual structure of export barriers and identify the following 
key export barriers: resource constraints, knowledge barriers, corruption, lack of export 
assistance and poor infrastructures. 
Al-Hyari et al. (2012) and Rajendran (2015) classified export barriers broadly either as 
internal or external. Internal barriers are associated with organizational resource capaci-
ties and a company’s approach to the export business. More precisely, these internal 
barriers break down into factors relating to information (difficulty in accessing infor-
mation), functional (lack of new technology or capabilities) financial (lack of financial 
resources), product marketing (quality, new products, export, technical), price (uncom-
petitive pricing), distribution (complexity access), and logistics (transportation costs, 
facilities). External barriers stem from the home and host environment within which the 
firm operates. These external factors may be procedural (documentation, communica-
tion), governmental (lack of incentives, inadequate regulations), task (competition in 
export markets), environmental – economic (currencies, economic situation), political 
legal (instability, changes in regulations) and socio-cultural (language, cultural differ-
ences).
In a domestic setting, important difficulties interrelate with the institutions and the na-
tional business environment surrounding firms in each country. For example, companies 
may not encounter the incentives appropriate to exporting (this often proves the case 
either in countries where public policies, whatever gets officially proclaimed, tend to 
favour the non-traded goods and service sectors or in countries with large scale domestic 
markets). Access to insurance and financing for international operations and activities is 
relatively more intricate and onerous, as we return to below, and particularly whenever 
infrastructure, logistical and institutional support, etcetera is lacking. From the perspec-
tive of trade policy, imperfections in capital markets, for example high interest rates and 
costly credit, especially in the initial stages of internationalisation processes, were long 
ago identified as among the major hurdles for exporting firms (Corden 1998). 
Insofar as they inherently imply rivalry (Gomory, Baumol 2000), exports also find bar-
riers in the destination countries. Indeed, various forms of impediments still persist in 
many importing countries, for example due to the power of rivals in imperfect markets 
and bureaucratic and technical procedures (Kerr 2007; Hobbs 2007) despite all the 
“trade facilitation” measures implemented in the meanwhile (Hoekman, Kostecki 2001), 
including recent multilateral efforts (Sourdin, Pomfret 2012). Additionally, destination 
countries increasingly deploy less visible forms of restrictions as well as barriers of cul-
tural origin appearing (Rauch 2001). Furthermore, even international trade regulations 
may often serve to protect national firms from foreign competition and thereby raising 
barriers to exports, as is the case with anti-dumping and anti-cartel actions (Alexander, 
Warwick 2007).
Among the various barriers associated with exportation processes, the financial factor 
proves of particular importance. As regards this, some researchers have pointed out a 
shortage of financial resources for establishing exports and their related financial opera-
tions (Ortega 2003; Wheeler et al. 2008; Katsikeas et al. 2009), the need to use letters 
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of credit, the lack of personnel able to devote their working time to export activities 
(Ortega 2003) and the lack of the necessary capacity for mass production as represent-
ing the most important factors (Abassi et al. 2012). Furthermore, various studies have 
approached the competitive intensity of markets and identifying this factor as one of 
the leading barriers to exports subject to research. This barrier results from international 
market instability and mainly derives from the effects of other variables in terms of 
market competitors (Rundh 2007), foreign governments and the supply and demand 
conditions in effect. Such variables prove particularly powerful and impact on the ex-
ports of any company. 

Research has also focused on export credits, covering the multiple aspects of this activ-
ity, particularly insurance (Zammit et al. 2009). One of the problems stems from to a 
greater or lesser extent generalized handicap for firms at this level, and as stressed above 
particularly when starting out on their activities outside the home market, there is a 
tendency for some degree of public intervention justified as being for the “public good” 
with regard to “market failures”  and providing an effective subsidy for exports with 
such policies discussed in Easterly et al. (2009). Another outcome of this intervention-
ist trend involved the creation of export-import banks or agencies, with many awarded 
at least partial public guarantees. This became a highly sensitive issue in international 
economic policy, within the World Trade Organization (WTO) context for instance. A 
study of five cases by Raynauld (1992) showed how financing exports to developing 
countries, largely guaranteed by public entities, introduced distortions between trade 
partners harming economic development and competition. As a result, such insurance 
schemes became almost impossible to operate, at least directly, due to WTO regula-
tions (Dewit 2001) following recognition of the risks of their capture “by rent seekers”  
(Hoekman, Smarzynska-Javoricik 2004). Furthermore, the increase in export-oriented 
policies as promoters of growth and development (Dent 2002) emphasised how the so-
lution to such problems reside in the better and more appropriate functioning of capital 
markets rather than subsidies.

To sum up, due to the great diversity of export barriers and the fact that empirical stud-
ies have proved their effectiveness in many cases, our study concentrates on four types: 
external demand, external competition, financing and export credit insurance, which, 
in our view, form the most significant barriers for exporting firms. Table 1 summarises 
these four export barriers and the previous studies investigating them.

1.2. Research hypotheses 

Studies on the barriers to exports have taken both different perspectives and differ-
ent industries (Abassi et al. 2012), and a number of case studies targeted one specific 
industry (Sullivan, Bauerschmidt 1988). In the last case, for example, manufacturing 
(Abdul-Talib et al. 2011; Karelakis et al. 2008; Kahiya et al. 2014), the high-tech sector 
(Richardson 2011), services (Beaulieu 2007) and the car industry (Abassi et al. 2012), 
among others. However, such a research design does not return any comparison of 
perceptions among firms in different industries. 
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The perception of export barriers seems to vary according to industry type (Da Silva, 
Da Rocha 2001). In his early literature review of export studies, Bilkey (1978) also 
reports that obstacles perceived by management tend to vary by industry. This finding 
also appears in subsequent studies (e.g., Da Silva, Da Rocha 2001), which find signifi-
cant differences in the perception of obstacles to exporting across different industries. 
The perception of export barriers also seems to vary according to firm size (e.g., Da 
Silva, Da Rocha 2001; Mittelstaedt et al. 2003; Andersson et al. 2004; Nadkarni, Perez 
2007). Firms with greater resources tend to have greater international commitments. 
Rundh (2007) also notes that the lack of resources and knowledge prove to be important 
barriers to internationalisation. In fact, the negative role export barrier perceptions play 
in the internationalisation behaviours of medium and small enterprises has attracted the 
attention of many researchers in the international business field (Katsikeas, Morgan 
1994; Suarez-Ortega 2003). 
The relationship between firm size and management perceptions of barriers to exporting 
in most cases return significant results with larger and smaller firms perceiving those 
obstacles differently (e.g., Leonidou 1995). Katsikeas and Morgan (1994) suggest that 
while firm size interrelates with some of the export barriers perceived by managers 
this does not hold for all of them. The study by Calof (1994) come up with a positive 
relationship between firm size and exporting activities while Burton and Schlegelmilch 
(1987) conclude in favour of a negative relationship. 
Finally, taking into account the earlier literature, we also believe there is a particular 
relationship between export barriers and both industry sector and firm size. We thus 
propose the following hypotheses. 
H1:	Industry type exerts an influence on export barriers. 
H2:	Firm size exerts an influence on export barriers. 
H3:	The joint effect of industry type and firm size exerts an influence on export barriers.

Table 1. Export barriers and related authors

Export Barriers Author(s)

External demand Alexander and Warwick (2007); Thomas and Araujo (1985);  
Vivekanandan and Rajendran (2006)

External 
competition

Leonidou (1995); Katsikeas and Morgan (1994); Lloyd and Morrissey (2001); 
Cheong and Chong (1988); Crick and Chaudhry (2000);  
Tesfom and Lutz (2006)

Financing Leonidou (1995); Leonidou (2000); Kaleka and Katsikeas (1995); Hoekman 
and Smarzynska-Javoricik (2004); Shaw and Darroch (2004); Ortega (2003); 
Katsikeas et al. (2009)

Export credit 
insurance

Raynauld (1992); Hoekman and Smarzynska-Javoricik (2004);  
Zammit et al. (2009).
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2. Methods
2.1. Sample and data collection 
Within the context of our study, we sourced data from the Portuguese Industrial As-
sociation – Business Confederation (henceforth with the acronym AIP-CE), the main 
business association in Portugal, founded in 1837, and at the time of the inquiry with 
4 403 directly affiliated firms. In Portugal, the AIP-CE plays a leading role in nurtur-
ing technical and commercial expertise among Portuguese firms, particularly in the 
fields of training, quality, innovation, internationalisation and competitiveness. Thus, 
the Portuguese business environment represents an appropriate laboratory for testing 
the hypotheses of our research project. 
Data collection took place in a database set up by AIP-CE from the 2012 Entrepreneuri-
al Activity survey. From the total of 1 045 firms participating in the survey, we selected 
572 export firms for our study. However, of this total, we incorporated only 529 of these 
export firms in our analysis as some only partially filled in the questionnaire. Besides 
gathering general demographic information about the firms, our dataset contained some 
dimensions/variables concerning export barriers. We would note that, in this work, we 
consider as export firms those selling part of their production outside the home market, 
regardless of its value and relative weight in the respective firm’s business turnover. 
This data set has never before been applied for similar purposes. 

2.2. Variables and measures 
Independent Variables. These variables were determined by asking respondents to indi-
cate where in the Statistical Classification of Economic Activities in the European Com-
munity (NACE) their firm ranked. For our research purpose, on the one hand, industrial 
sectors were classified into five subgroups comprising manufacturing, construction, re-
tail trade, services and others. On the other hand, in order to classify business units as 
SMEs, the number of employees served as the defining criterion, i.e., fewer than 250 
employees (cf. European Commission Recommendation 2003/361/EC), i.e., our sample 
correspondingly divided up into micro, small, medium and large firms.
Dependent Variables. From the literature review, we apply four main dimensions/vari-
ables of great relevance to enabling firms to overcome export barriers: (1) External 
demand (2) External competition, (3) Financing and (4) Export credit insurance. These 
export barriers arise out of the prior research on internationalization and correspond-
ingly systematised and deployed by several scholars (see Table 1). In particular, re-
spondents evaluated these different export barriers on a five-point Likert scale from 1 
“not important at all” to 5 “very important”. 

2.3. Data analyses 
We applied several statistical analysis processes to the data obtained to fulfil the re-
search objectives and to empirically validate the hypotheses. Firstly, this involved the 
descriptive analysis (mean and standard deviations) of the various export barriers iden-
tified by firms. Secondly, Cronbach’s Alpha served to validate the internal variable 
consistency (Churchill 1979), as well as multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 
and Tukey’s HSD (Honestly Significant Difference) test. 
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3. Findings and discussion 

3.1. Descriptive results 
The sample includes firms operating in several economic sectors and the firm size is 
predominantly. Exports represent less than 50% of sales in 67% of firms, a consequence 
of their focus on the domestic market (Table 2).

Table 2. Sample characterisation

Subgroups Count Percentage
Industry
Manufacturing
Construction
Retail trade
Services
Others

335
16
118
53
7

63.3
3.0
22.3
10.0
1.3

Size
Up to 10 employees
Between 11 and 50
Between 51 and 250
More than 250

87
202
169
71

16.4
38.2
31.9
13.4

Exports
Up to 10%
11–50%
50–75%
76–100%

190
164
74
101

36.0
31.0 
14.0
19.0

The analysis of different export barriers is based on their mean frequency and standard 
deviations (SD), as shown in Table 3. The internal consistency of the four groups of 
export barriers indicates a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.682 for the total scale, which indicates 
acceptable reliability of the instrument used in this study (Churchill 1979). However, in 
this research, we look for a broad representativeness of firms, even at the risk of some 
heterogeneity. 
As shown in Table 3, the results obtained reveal that Portuguese firms face different 
export barriers in general. Correspondingly, the findings report that barriers such as 
“external demand” and “external competition” prove the most important for the firms 
in our study. 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics

Export barriers Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

External demand 4.09 1.094 3.8 5.9 15.5 27.6 47.3

External competition 3.86 1.017 3.6 4.7 24.0 37.6 30.1

Financing 3.13 1.354 17.4 14.2 25.3 23.8 19.3

Export credit insurance 3.00 1.377 20.6 15.5 24.8 21.7 17.4

Note: N = 529; The mean for each individual barrier is the average on a scale: 1 – Not important at 
all; 2 – Unimportant; 3 – Indifferent; 4 – Important; 5 – Very important. 
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3.2. Exploratory results 
As stated, to validate our research hypotheses, we applied MANOVA to examine the 
effect of the two independent variables (industry and firm size) on the four export bar-
riers. Thus, to measure the influence of the independent variables on the totality of the 
dependent variables, we drew upon the various multivariate tests designed to calculate 
such hypotheses. In Table 4, we present the results of the four tests feasible and report-
ing an acceptable observed power, ranging from 0.529 to 0.999. Therefore, the size 
influence on the sample is practically equal to the size influence on the population. 

Table 4. Multivariate tests

Effect Test Value F Sig. Observed power
Industry Pillai’s Trace

Wilks’ Lambda
Hotelling’s Trace
Roy’s Largest Root

0.095
0.908
0.098
0.044

3.090
3.099
3.091
5.590

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000

0.999
0.990
0.999
0.978

Firm size Pillai’s Trace
Wilks’ Lambda
Hotelling’s Trace
Roy’s Largest Root

0.021
0.979
0.021
0.018

0.879
0.880
0.881
2.298

0.568
0.567
0.566
0.058

0.529
0.530
0.999
0.669

Industry*Firm size Pillai’s Trace
Wilks’ Lambda
Hotelling’s Trace
Roy’s Largest Root

0.071
0.931
0.073
0.037

0.835
0.835
0.836
1.723

0.772
0.771
0.770
0.065

0.910
0.892
0.911
0.847

Having identified the significant effects of the factors on dependent variables subject to 
study, we proceed with the analysis of the reported variance. As regards the significant 
effect of the “industry” variable, the results show that this does impact on all export bar-
riers: “External demand”, “External competition”, “Financing” and “Export credit insur-
ance”. In particular, the different multivariate tests indicate an overall effect of industry 
type on our set of dependent variables, considered as a group (p < 0.001) – Table 5. 
As regards the significant effect of the “firm size” variable on export barriers, our results 
report no statistically significant influence. Katsikeas and Morgan (1994) also identified 
this empirical finding. In addition, our analytical results do not point towards any sta-
tistically joint effect of the two independent variables. Thus, as a preliminary outcome, 
only the industry sector seems to exert an influence on export barriers. 

Table 5. Tests of between-subjects effects

Export Barriers
Industry Firm size Industry*Size

F p F p F p
External demand 3.376 0.010*** 1.193 0.312 0.927 0.514
External competition 2.794 0.026** 1.215 0.303 1.439 0.152
Financing 2.844 0.024** 0.297 0.827 0.633 0.801
Export credit insurance 3.741 0.005*** 0.881 0.451 0.707 0.732

Note: ***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.1.
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To examine the between-group differences among the four industry sectors, we ap-
plied Tukey’s Post-hoc HSD test. The results display significant differences between 
the manufacturing and retail trade sectors and the service sector as regards “External 
demand” (p <0.01). Concerning “External competition”, we found that the retail trade 
and construction sectors attribute relatively more weight to this export barrier than 
the manufacturing industry (p < 0.05 and p < 0.1, respectively). However, in terms 
of “Export credit insurance” we report that the service sector awards relatively more 
weight to this barrier than the manufacturing industry (p < 0.05). In collective terms, 
there were some differences with respect to export barriers although mainly focused on 
the service and retail trade sectors. This is not surprising insofar as manufacturing is 
more export-oriented than services or retail trade. However, since a number of export 
barriers do report significant differences in their relevance to different industries, we 
correspondingly affirm Hypothesis 1. 
With regard to firm size, according to Tukey’s HSD test, export barriers such as “Ex-
ternal demand” and “Financing” display a clear trend: large firms attribute significantly 
less weight to this barrier than SMEs (p < 0.05). Thus, firm size does not have an overall 
effect on export barriers. Therefore, we reject our Hypothesis 2. Our empirical evidence 
does not support the position of Calof (1994), whereby a greater variety of export barri-
ers vary according to firm size. However, our results show there is a difference between 
large and small firms. So more accurately, we draw attention to the fact that the size 
effect in itself does not especially impact on the exporting processes. These trends sug-
gest that comparative advantage (through the exports of some industries’ products) is 
more relevant than the simple effect of firm size, as concluded for example by Easterly 
et al. (2009).
As regards the interactions between the two variables “Industry*Size”, and analysing 
Table 5, we find that such interactions do not hold a significant influence over the export 
barriers. As already concluded from the multivariate tests, calculation of between-sub-
jects effects confirms this prediction. The statistical analysis did not show any significant 
differences among the individual export barriers. In the light of these insights, we must 
also reject our Hypothesis 3, which is a consequence of the previous findings.

Conclusions and implications 

This article’s objective involves enhancing knowledge on export barriers across industry 
type and firm size. Taking into account the relevance of export barriers for firms con-
fronting tough competition in global markets, our findings show that the industry type 
really does matter to these barriers, especially External demand, External competition, 
Financing and Export credit insurance. However, the results also indicate that firm size 
subgroups do not influence export barriers. 
Firstly, analysing the industry effect, we may conclude that services and the retail trade 
face the most export barrier peculiarities as firms in these sectors rely less on exports 
for example, even though the service sector is far from homogeneous. While the service 
sector is widely market-oriented and the manufacturing sector is mostly export-oriented, 
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at this stage of the research, we do not think there is a high risk of heterogeneity, and 
later, on the basis of these differences, other studies should advance to more precise 
results by sector or industry. 
Secondly, the “size effect” does not contribute to the relative importance of the export 
barriers studied and contrary to what was expected. According to our results, it is clear 
that the industry effect is much more relevant than firm size. This has deep roots in 
economic theory insofar as the strength of the specialization effect is evident rather 
than that of firm size. In fact, “size effect in itself does not especially impact on the 
exporting processes”, if the firm is in a competitive industry. This is particularly true if 
we compare with the “industry effect”. 
Our study presents theoretical and practical implications. It provides certain contribu-
tions to the theory in accordance with its analysis of the joint effects of industry type and 
firm size on export barriers. Regarding export barriers as a whole, in spite of the results 
obtained, we may conclude such obstacles are partly influenced by size and industry. 
Due to the small number of studies showing empirical evidence about their interface, 
this investigation offers a more integrative and holistic vision of the relative importance 
of firm size and industry domain for export processes. 
A number of implications relevant to policy-makers and business executives (practical 
implications) also derive from the present study. Despite our study suggesting that a 
greater variety of export barriers do not significantly vary according to firm size, this 
does not mean that small firms should not pay attention to the competitiveness in exter-
nal markets and seek out those areas willing to pay more for their products and services 
while simultaneously seeking to reduce internal costs. In fact, this company segment 
when compared with their larger counterparts is demonstrably more exposed to various 
types of barriers hindering their entrance into international markets. 
Finally, in spite of the contributions deriving from the empirical evidence generated, 
the study carried out is subject to several drawbacks that require this investigation to 
be continued. As far as the sample is concerned, we may in the future deepen the study 
of the effects of the differences in industry sectors and firm size with regard to export 
barriers. However, our study was carried out solely on companies and firms operating 
in some Portuguese sectors, and our sample was restricted to Portuguese exporting firms 
and their environments. Thus, to overcome this limitation and to enable the generalisa-
tion and universal application of our conclusions and implications, further studies are 
necessary analysing other sectors, countries and cultures. Finally, although domestic 
firms largely prevail in the sample we used, specific issues related to foreign direct 
investment and the presence of multi-national firms were not scrutinised in our study. 
Therefore, we mention the need to approach such issues in future research.
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