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Abstract. The growing importance of international construction activity forces companies to find out what competitive
advantages to provide and barriers to overcome to achieve success, considering the particular characteristics of their ori-
gin and destination countries. Seventy six articles regarding success in the international construction market in the period
2008-2017 are reviewed to identify the barriers and the competitive advantages that most affect the international success
of contractors. The Chi-Square (y?) statistical test is used to verify the influence of the origin and destination countries
on these variables. The literature identifies the provision of trained human resources as the most important competitive
advantage and cultural differences and political risks as the main barriers. The Chi-Square ()?) test indicates a dependency
relationship between the origin country and the competitive advantage “managerial ability” to achieve international suc-

cess, and between the external barriers “link between countries”, “political environment” and “economic environment” with
the target market. Results of this paper provide valuable information for any construction company seeking international

success.
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Introduction

The growth of the international construction market in
the last decades (Zhao et al., 2017) has generated new
opportunities for contractors (Lee et al., 2016). The 21st
century context, characterized by advanced technology,
rapid communication and transport, integrated markets,
and commercial liberalization, has fueled this expansion
(Ye et al., 2009). Likewise, the key role of sustainability
in today’s society, the priority of advanced economies to
improve infrastructures in developing countries (Diaz-
Sarachaga et al., 2017; Sierra et al., 2017) as well as the
rise in the next decades of urbanization levels in the main
areas of development (Diaz-Sarachaga et al., 2016; Sierra
et al., 2018) are factors that also contribute to the increase
of the international construction activity.

To benefit from these opportunities contractors have
to acquire knowledge of the variables that influence in-
ternational activity, being competitive advantages and
barriers two of the key variables involved. According to
Price and Newson (2003), a company acquires a competi-
tive advantage when it is superior to its rivals in terms of
attracting customers and defending itself against compe-

tition. Competitiveness is related to success because it is
an attribute of a construction company that allows it to
achieve success and long-term growth in a competitive en-
vironment (Zich, 2014). Likewise, international contrac-
tors have to offer certain competitive advantages to adapt
to unknown and distant environments with a shortage of
skilled human resources as well as multicultural teams
with language differences and power-distance (Mosley &
Bubshait, 2016) that can affect the cost or term of projects
or generate misunderstandings (Lee et al., 2011). In con-
trast, barriers are considered environmental factors - po-
litical, economic, technological, and social environments
(Belassi & Tukel, 1996) - that involve differences in po-
litical and legal systems, social norms and values, cultural
backgrounds, and project environments that companies
have to face because of their influence on international
performance (Han et al., 2007; Park et al., 2014).

In parallel with the growth of the international con-
struction market, internationalization in the construction
industry is considered one of the most relevant research
areas in construction management literature, and the
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number of related publications about it has increased since
the 1990s (Gundes & Aydogan, 2016). Authors have fo-
cused on strategies to enter the foreign markets, decision
models for construction companies, risk assessment and
international construction joint ventures (ICIVs) (Gun-
han & Arditi, 2005). Other topics of focus have been com-
petence and performance, knowledge management, and
decision making, although interest in this area declined
from 2011-2014 (Utama et al., 2016). Likewise, although
the research areas of success factors and barriers address
important issues, they were neglected between 1995 and
2014; therefore, future research needs to be carried out in
these areas (Utama et al., 2016). Literature reviews related
to internationalization in the construction sector evaluate
trends and map the productivity in the field by analyzing
journals, research contributions of each country and insti-
tute, most frequently cited papers, and most important re-
search topics (Gundes & Aydogan, 2016). Research meth-
odologies are also identified in these papers, with com-
pany questionnaires and interviews being two of the most
commonly used methods (Utama et al., 2016). However,
these publications do not examine the main competitive
advantages and barriers for the companies interviewed
even though these issues are currently some of the most
essential to explore (Utama et al., 2016).

Another aspect to consider is the influence of the ori-
gin and destination countries of the companies in their
international activity. Specific advantages of the ori-
gin country can encourage companies to access foreign
markets; governments can stimulate internationalization
through motivation and commercial assistance (Awil &
Abdul-Aziz, 2005), and the development and competitive-
ness of an industry can boost the internationalization of
companies (Sakakibara & Porter, 2001). Therefore, there
is a correlation between the level of economic develop-
ment of a country and foreign direct investment abroad
(Liu et al,, 2005). Additionally, Dunning (2000) identified
property advantages of international companies as capa-
bilities that benefit primarily from the resources and ca-
pabilities of their origin countries, enabling companies to
achieve higher performance in the international market
(Yang et al., 2015). With respect to the influence of the
destination country on the internationalization success,
companies that access it must face political, legal, social
and cultural changes that can affect the performance of
their construction projects (Han et al., 2007; Park et al.,
2014). Moreover, the construction industry is sensitive to
the characteristics of the host country because its produc-
tion is based on projects and is oriented to a specific loca-
tion (Lee et al., 2016). Another study that supports this
idea states that once a company has acquired tacit knowl-
edge of a specific country, it is easier to continue working
in this country than in others that have new barriers and
institutional differences (Jung et al., 2010); therefore, it is
essential to carry out an analysis of the host market before
embarking on an international project to obtain a greater
understanding of the risks that may undermine the pro-
ject’s success (Alashwal et al., 2017).

In spite of the importance of the origin country and
destination market in the international success of compa-
nies, the relationship between competitive advantages and
the origin country and between barriers and the target
market has not been addressed yet; thus, a holistic ap-
proach is required to analyze the literature in an effort to
deepen the characterization of the competitive advantages
and barriers that determine the internationalization suc-
cess of the contractors. This analysis will help companies
to understand the process and to establish strategies that
promote better results from their internationalization con-
sidering the origin country of the company and the coun-
try where this is to be implemented.

To cover this knowledge gap, this paper focuses on the
following research goals: (G1) to determine the competi-
tive advantages that have the most influence on the inter-
national performance of the companies; (G2) to identify
the barriers that pose the greatest threat to obtaining the
international success of companies; (G3) to determine if
there are relationships between competitive advantages
and origin countries; and (G4) to detect if there are rela-
tionships between barriers and target markets.

To achieve these goals, the paper is structured as fol-
lows. First, the research method is explained, based on a
bibliometric review and the use of the Chi-Square (y?) test
as statistical analysis. Subsequently, results are presented
in relationship to the origin countries and destination
markets of the companies, the main competitive advan-
tages and the greater barriers that influence their interna-
tional success, and the results of the statistical analysis that
proves the relationship between these variables. Finally,
conclusions of the paper are described together with limi-
tations, recommendations, and future lines of research.

1. Research method

This study followed an overall research method divided
into two phases, summarized in Figure 1. In the first
phase, a literature review of 76 papers from the period of
2008-2017 was carried out to determine, through a quan-
titative analysis, the number of papers per year and the
origin and destination countries of the companies. Sub-
sequently, a qualitative analysis was developed to identify
the main competitive advantages and barriers for these
companies to achieve success. These variables were then
grouped into categories by affinity criteria (Carnevalli &
Miguel, 2008). In the second phase, the Chi-Square Test
(%) was performed to check if there are relationships be-
tween the competitive advantages identified and the origin
country of the companies, and among the greater barriers
according to the target market.

In the bibliometric analysis, data were obtained from
the Web of Science (WOS) database. The search for sci-
entific articles in WOS was carried out by defining a
strategy with the following keywords: TI = (globalization
OR globalisation OR internationalization OR internation-
alisation OR international) AND TI = (construction OR
construction industry OR engineering OR infrastructure
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Figure 1. Flow chart of study

OR project OR contractor OR building) AND TS = (con-
struction OR building), and by limiting the Document
Type to “article” or “review” or “editorial” in English, the
Research Domains to “science technology” or “social sci-
ences” and the Research Area to “engineering” or “busi-
ness economics” or “construction building technology”
or “public administration” or “architecture”. A total of 466
articles were obtained as a result of this search. Later, a
refinement of results was carried out, narrowing the scope
to papers published in the period of 2008-2017 that dealt
with international success in the construction sector. After
this filtering, the number of papers included in the study
was reduced to 76.

A first analysis, carried out by the first author, focused
on collecting the following information for each one of
the 76 articles: year of publication, country of origin of the
companies analyzed, destination commercial areas, and
competitive advantages and barriers that have the greatest
influence on the international success of the companies.
To fulfil the requirements of the systematic reviews and
validate the results of the first reading, the articles were
read again by another of the authors (Burnard, 1991; Polit
& Beck, 2004; Bryman, 2016). The information associ-
ated with the year of publication, country of origin of the
companies and destination commercial areas was analyzed
quantitatively to define the number of papers per year in
the study period (2008-2017) and the number of papers

that include a specific origin country or destination area.
To cover the first and second objectives the information
associated with the competitive advantages and barriers
extracted from the articles was analyzed qualitatively fol-
lowing a bottom-up approach (Burnard, 1991; Downe-
Wamboldt, 1992; Dey, 2003). Firstly, using an inductive
process, the information collected about barriers and
competitive advantages was clustered in variables (Essl
& Mauerhofer, 2018); secondly, the variables were aggre-
gated in categories using the affinity technique (Carne-
valli & Miguel, 2008). This technique, also known as the
KJ grouping method (Mizuno, 1993), organizes data by
affinity, and it was used to group the main competitive
advantages and barriers in a hierarchical way. Finally, the
frequency of articles that consider each variable was de-
termined, and a statistical analysis based on a Chi-Square
(%?) test was applied to achieve the next goals of the study:
to analyze the relationships between the main competitive
advantages and the origin country of the companies and
between the main barriers and the host market. This type
of statistical analysis is the most often used for categorical
data analysis (Xia et al., 2012).

2. Quantitative analysis

The results of the quantitative analysis are presented in this
section. Table 1 provides the number of papers published
between 2008 and 2017. From 2008 to 2012, there was
a pronounced decrease in the number of articles related
to success in international construction, going from 11 in
2008 to only 1 publication in 2012. This period coincides
with the global financial crisis that began in 2008, and the
decreasing trend of papers partially confirms the results
obtained by Utama et al. (2016), who noted that the inter-
est in research on performance declined from 2011-2014.
Starting in 2012, the number of publications followed a
growing trend until reaching a peak of 15 articles in 2016
and falling, again, in 2017 to 8. The resulting average per
year is 7.6 publications.

The origin country of the internationalized companies
was also identified in the papers. Furthermore, countries
were grouped by commercial zones: Asia, Africa, Europe,
the Middle East, North America, and Australia and New
Zealand. Publications that did not indicate the origin
country of the companies were grouped as “Not Specified”
This group also includes articles that analyze companies
considered in the American magazine Engineering News
Record [ENR] (2017), in which the origin country is not
indicated. Table 2 shows the number of articles per year
that include a specific origin country of the companies, as
well as the total number of articles and the percentage in
the study period. When an article analyzes 2 or more (x)

Table 1. Number of articles published in the period 2008-2017

Year 2008 2009 2010 2011

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Number of papers 11 8 7 3

1 7 6 10 15 8
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countries, each country is considered in Table 2 to be ¥
or 1/x, respectively. Table 3 results from the grouping of
countries in Table 2 into commercial areas, obtaining the
annual number of articles that include each commercial
area. The results shown in Tables 2 and 3 indicate that
the main commercial area is Asia (42.1%), highlight-
ing articles that analyze companies from China (21.1%),
South Korea (8.3%), and Malaysia (5.2%). It is followed

A. Lozano-Torré et al. Competitive advantages and barriers in international construction ...

by articles that do not identify the country (24.9 %), pa-
pers from the Middle East (14.2%) that contain the ar-
ticles about Turkish companies, and papers from Europe
(11.6%), represented mainly by companies in the United
Kingdom (3%).

These results are validated by the content of the ar-
ticles of the literature review: Chinese construction indus-
try is one of the largest and fastest-growing markets in the

Table 2. Home country of the companies

Year of publication
Home Country Total %
2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008
Not specified 2.0 6.3 6.0 0.0 2.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 1.0 1.5 19.0 24.9
China 3.0 2.4 1.2 2.0 2.0 0.0 1.0 0.5 3.0 1.0 16.1 21.1
Turkey 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.3 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 2.0 2.5 10.8 14.2
South Korea 0.0 1.4 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 1.0 6.4 8.3
Malaysia 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 4.0 5.2
USA 0.1 0.5 0.2 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.3 14 3.2 4.2
United Kingdom 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.7 2.3 3.0
Japan 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 1.0 0.2 2.1 2.8
Thailand 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.0 1.0 1.5 2.0
France 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 1.2 1.6
Singapore 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.5 1.1 1.5
Germany 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.2 1.0 1.3
Nigeria 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 1.3
Denmark 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 1.3
Taiwan 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 1.3
Spain 0.1 0.6 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.9 1.2
Austria 0.0 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.6 0.8
Czech Republic 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.7
Portugal 0.0 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.7
Australia 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.5
Canada 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0,4 0.5
Libya 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.4
Greece 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1
New Zealand 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1
Italy 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1
Finland 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.3 0.3
Russia 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.3 0.3
Ireland 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.2
Table 3. Origin commercial areas of the companies
Year of publication
Origin commercial area Total %
2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009 2008
Asia 4.1 4.1 2.2 2.3 4.0 1.0 2.0 4.8 4.0 3.7 32.1 42.1
Not specified 2.0 6.3 6.0 0.0 2.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 1.0 1.5 19.0 24.9
Middle East 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.3 1.0 0.0 1.0 1.0 2.0 2.5 10.8 14.2
Europe 0.6 3.0 0.6 1.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.8 1.5 8.9 11.6
North America 0.2 0.5 0.2 0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.3 1.7 3.6 4.7
Africa 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.3 1.7
Australia and New Zealand | 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.5 0.7
Latin America 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
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world, surpassing its French competitors in 2006, who had
occupied the first position in the international construc-
tion market together with American companies (Chen &
Orr, 2009). Because of this, 49 Chinese contractors were
included in the list of the 225 best international contractors
of the ENR in 2007 (Zhao et al., 2009). Also, according to
a survey conducted by Korkmaz and Messner (2008), Chi-
nese and South Korean construction companies were iden-
tified as the most important competitors in international
markets, strengthened by their government support and
their labor advantages, as well as low cost and good quality.

Since the main objective of these papers is to analyze
the performance variables that influence international suc-
cess rather than focusing on the destination area, most
of the articles do not specify the host country and only
some include the commercial area that a company access-
es. Table 4 was created using the same criteria followed
in Tables 2 and 3 and shows the host commercial area of
the companies and the number of papers per year that in-
clude it. The host commercial area most often cited in the
papers is Asia (18.7%), followed by Europe (11.0%), the
Middle East (10.1%), Africa (7.3%), and North America
(5.7%). These results are in accordance with the conclu-
sions of Lu et al. (2009), who concluded that, although
Chinese companies can compete in markets such as the
United States or Europe, about 70% of their turnover still
comes from Asia and Africa. In Asian developing coun-
tries, Chinese contractors have the advantage of lower
transport costs due to their greater geographical proxim-
ity than Western contractors. Furthermore, in other de-
veloping Asian countries, closer, bilateral trade links have
promoted international activity (Zhao et al., 2009). On the
other hand, Korkmaz and Messner (2008) established that
income generated by US companies in Europe, the Middle
East, and Africa had increased over time, while they had
decreased in Latin America, Canada, and Asia.

3. Qualitative analysis on competitive advantages

A qualitative analysis of the 76 papers was conducted to
achieve the first (G1) and the second (G2) goals, which
aim to identify the competitive advantages and the exter-
nal barriers that companies consider important to achieve
international success. These variables have been then
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grouped into categories by affinity criteria (Carnevalli &
Miguel, 2008).

Forty four competitive advantages that determine the
success of the internationalization of companies were de-
tected in the seventy-six papers analyzed. Table 5 shows
the competitive advantages and the number of papers that
include them. Experienced and trained human resources
(25 papers), communication and trust with the client (19
papers), effective communication and trust among stake-
holders (18 papers), technology (18 papers), and cultural
intelligence (18 papers) are the competitive advantages
that are included in a greater number of papers. More-
over, competitive advantages have been grouped into eight
categories based on affinity criteria (Carnevalli & Miguel,
2008): experience of the company, competence of the proj-
ect team, competence and managerial ability, strategic and
organizational adjustment, project management capacity,
financial capacity, partnering, and ability to adapt to the
destination country.

3.1. Experience of the company

The main competitive advantage in this group is a strong
reputation, national or international, which can benefit
companies in the construction sector (Jewell, 2010). Ac-
cording to Abdul-Aziz et al. (2013), the age of the compa-
nies encourages their expansion abroad due to the avail-
ability of extensive business contacts, and the availabil-
ity of a client portfolio or an ISO certification will favor
overseas projects contracts. Finally, previous experience
in the same type of contracts (Gunhan & Arditi, 2005;
Yildiz et al., 2014) or international experience both influ-
ence international success. Companies with international
experience reduce the uncertainty generated by work
abroad (Barkema et al., 1996) because they adapt better
to different environments and have greater knowledge of
international rules and regulations in the different host
countries (Chen et al.,, 2016).

3.2. Competence of the project team

Competence of the project team (Abdul-Aziz et al., 2013),
qualified resources, and commitment to the objectives are
considered competitive advantages that influence the success
of a company (Khang & Moe, 2008; Alashwal et al., 2017).

Table 4. Host commercial area of the companies

Year of publication
Host commercial area Total %
2017 | 2016 | 2015 | 2014 | 2013 | 2012 | 2011 | 2010 | 2009 | 2008

Not specified 4.0 7.0 5.0 1.0 4.0 1.0 2.0 6.0 1.0 2.0 33.0 43.4
Asia 1.3 2.3 0.6 1.7 1.0 0.0 0.3 1.0 1.0 5.1 14.2 18.7
Europe 0.5 2.3 14 1.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.1 1.7 8.4 11.0
Middle East 0.4 2.0 0.5 1.3 1.5 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.9 0.8 7.7 10.1
Africa 0.4 1.0 1.2 0.7 0.4 0.0 0.3 0.0 1.0 0.5 5.6 7.3
North America 0.0 0.1 0.6 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.0 0.5 4.3 5.7
Australia and New Zealand 1.2 0.4 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.6 2.1
Latin America 0.2 0.0 0.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 1.2 1.6
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Table 5. Competitive advantages: categories, variables
and number of papers
Category Variable Number
of papers
National reputation 14
International reputation 14
Experience International experience 8
of the Experience in a type of contract 3
company Hold a quality certification 2
Age of the company 1
Availability of client portfolio 1
Experienced and trained human 25
resources
Commitment and teamwork 16
Competence
of the project | Appropriate resolution of conflicts 15
team Technical competence 11
Language skills 5
International mobility 1
Experience and motivation of the 13
manager
Competence
and Maintain key human resources 4
managerial | Motivate human resources
ability - -
Previous business contacts of the 3
manager
Technology 18
Cost reduction 16
Research Innovation and
12
Development
Provide quality services
Organizational capacity
Strategic and | Provide integrated services 5
organiza- Provide services with the best
tional adjust- 4
value for money
ment
Availability of resources 4
Learning ability 3
Avoid bribery 3
Provide specialized services 2
Corporate social responsibility 2
Avoid inertia 1
Management at different levels 13
Project Identification and mitigation of
management | . 11
; risks
capacity
Knowledge management 4
Financial Own financial capacity 17
capacity External financing 5
Communication and trust with
. 19
the client
Effective communication and trust
18
) among stakeholders
Partnering Trust and commitment of partners 17
Proper choice of suppliers and -
subcontractors
Proper choice of partners 6

End of Table 5
: Number
Category Variable of papers
Cultural intelligence 18
Ability to Local knowledge of the host 10
adapt to the | country
destination | Ability to adapt to the 9
country environment
Previous knowledge of the client 3

Performance in previous projects and technical experi-
ence are the criteria most valued by clients when seeking a
contractor (Watt et al., 2010). In addition, in the selection
processes companies must also consider language skills
of professionals or provide language training to create a
trusting environment that favors the exchange of knowl-
edge (Kivrak et al., 2014), and human resources must be
able to move and work in different geographical locations
(Winch, 2008). Finally, an appropriate resolution of con-
flicts has a clear influence on the results of the project
(Alashwal et al., 2017).

3.3. Competence and managerial ability

Another category is related to managerial conditions, un-
derstood as the leadership, design, monitoring, and co-
ordination of the project’s stakeholders (Ika & Donnelly,
2017). Luu et al. (2008) argued that the inability of some
companies to hire and retain qualified technical resources
causes a decline in their technical performance (Ercan &
Koksal, 2016). Motivation and training provided to hu-
man resources to work in diverse environments stands out
in China (Winch, 2008). To achieve international success,
contractors must consider variables such as the motivation
and experience of the manager (Khang & Moe, 2008); in
the same way, Rutihinda (2008) underlined the influence
of previous work and learning experiences of the man-
agers in their orientation towards internationalization.
Finally, commercial contacts of the managers made in
previous jobs will enable them to obtain new contracts
(Abdul-Aziz et al., 2013).

3.4. Strategic and organizational adjustment

Strategic and organizational adjustment is the capacity of
companies to organize themselves and reach the estab-
lished objectives (Salaman & Asch, 2003), which creates
value for the stakeholders and gives them a competitive
advantage (DeSarbo et al., 2005). Organizational capac-
ity is related to obtaining scarce and valuable resources
from the external environment, their transformation, and
continuous learning and innovation to improve organiza-
tional competitiveness (Chew et al., 2008). Learning de-
velops new processes, innovations, and technologies that
reduce costs and increase efficiency, providing value to
the client and increasing financial results (Kaplan & Nor-
ton, 2007). In the same way, research and development
(R&D) investments play an important role in the market
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expansion of a company (Ercan & Koksal, 2016). Watt
et al. (2010) established that cost is a key performance in-
dicator for projects, and it is included in benchmarking
exercises aimed at identifying best practices (Zafar et al.,
2012). Moreover, price and quality are among the most
important competitive parameters that regulate the suc-
cess and long-term prospects of construction companies
(Marini¢ & Zathurecky, 2014). From the point of view of
the value perceived by the client, a competitive advantage
can be defined as the price-quality ratio (Lambert, 1980).
In addition, offer of specialized services is a strength of
the companies facing international activity (Gunhan &
Arditi, 2005); in other cases, there are international cli-
ents who prefer to award contracts to companies who can
provide integrated services (consultancy, design service,
and construction) (Zhao & Shen, 2008). Corporate social
responsibility enhances the competitiveness of a company
by hiring better human resources and also improves mo-
rale, loyalty, commitment, and productivity (Wu et al,,
2015). The lack of ethical and commercial integrity of the
contractors can lead to a decline in their performance (Fa-
ridi & El-Sayegh, 2006), as has happened to companies
in some developing countries where bribes are common
(Zhao et al., 2009). Finally, inertia in a construction com-
pany can lead it to a late internationalization (Abdul-Aziz
et al., 2013), impinging its international performance.

3.5. Project management capacity

Yalegama et al. (2016) established that project manage-
ment constitutes a success category, since it increases the
competitiveness of contractors (Ngowi et al., 2005). Other
studies consider initiation, planning, risk management,
and effective control of the projects to be additional suc-
cess factors (Belassi & Tukel, 1996; Ahmed & Azmi bin
Mohamad, 2016). Risk management has become critical
to the success of international construction projects (Ozo-
rhon et al,, 2010; Yildiz et al., 2014). Another factor in
the success of international activity is the management of
knowledge through the experiences and lessons learned
from the human resources (Lu et al., 2013).

3.6. Financial capacity

Alashwal et al. (2017) and Abdul-Aziz et al. (2013) em-
phasized the role of a strong financial capacity of contrac-
tors to achieve success in international projects. Another
option is the provision of external financing, such as in
the case of the Chinese government, which promoted
the international activity of Chinese contractors through
the establishment of secure financing mechanisms (Zhao
et al., 2009). The ability to secure large loans at low interest
from financial institutions to finance international projects
has become key in international construction (Gunhan &
Arditi, 2005).

3.7. Partnering

In the last two decades, partnering in the construction in-
dustry has grown in importance and project participants

have adopted a win-win philosophy to maximize the ef-
fectiveness of the resources of each organization (Hong
et al., 2011). In successful international projects, it is vital
to maintain an effective engagement between stakehold-
ers (Office of Government Commerce, 2009) as well as
the linking of contractors to obtain resources and trans-
fer them properly (Du et al., 2016). Specifically, building
trust with the client can help contractors obtain long-term
benefits and more business opportunities to expand their
market share (Du et al.,, 2016). The quality of the rela-
tionship with the client influences achievement of success
(Ozorhon et al., 2010). In the same way, the activity of an
IJV is influenced by the nature of the relations between
partners (Parkhe, 1991), highlighting the degree of trust
as one of the most important factors in the knowledge
exchange and in the success of the partnership (Mohr &
Puck, 2005). Another critical success factor in collabora-
tive projects is an adequate selection of partners (Akgul
et al,, 2017). Moreover, the complexity of international
activity justifies the importance of properly choosing sup-
pliers and subcontractors and managing relationships with
them for the success of projects (Abdelghany & Ezeldin,
2010).

3.8. Ability to adapt to the destination country

The ability of the team to establish links with local enti-
ties in the host country is essential for successful interna-
tional activity (Abdelghany & Ezeldin, 2010). Projects do
not develop separated from their external environment,
so contractors implement location strategies to improve
their performance (Jung et al., 2012). Therefore, adapting
knowledge to the local market and integrating the knowl-
edge of the organization into the company are competi-
tive requirements for multinational organizations (Javer-
nick-Will, 2013). To achieve success in the global market,
companies must adjust to the environmental conditions
of the destination countries (Yitmen, 2013). In the same
way, the ability to adapt to the host country is based on
the cultural intelligence of the project team (Welch et al.,
2001), which is considered one of the main competitive
advantages to increase the performance of the contractors
(Yitmen, 2013).

4. Qualitative analysis on external barriers

Twenty seven external barriers that affect the international
performance of the contractors have been identified in the
seventy six papers analyzed, fulfilling Research Goal G2.
These variables have been grouped into seven categories
according to affinity criteria (Carnevalli & Miguel, 2008):
market in the host country, links between the origin coun-
try and the host country, political environment, economic
environment, socio-cultural environment, legal environ-
ment, and availability of resources. Table 6 shows the cate-
gories, external barriers and the number of papers in which
each external barrier is included. Results indicate that
cultural differences (22 papers) and political risks (21 pa-
pers) of the host country stand out over the other barriers.
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Table 6. External barriers: categories, variables
and number of papers

Category Variable Number
of papers
Local competition 11
Foreign competition 11
hMarket in the Market size 6
ost country
Market growth 3
Level of agglomeration 2
C ial link 9
Links between | —OTercta AnKS
origin country Geographical distance 7
and host
country Air connection 2
Political risk 21
Political Corruption
environment | Citizen insecurity
Local protectionism 2
Economic stability 11
Financial risk 9
Economic Currency fluctuations 7
environment
Payment delays 5
Capital requirement 2
Cultural differences 22
Language differences 8
Soqo-cultural Social risk 4
environment
Religious beliefs
Interest in the project 2
Legal Institutional differences 10
environment Legal risk 4
Lack of availability of resources 6
Availability of Local labor conditions 3
resources
Existence of infrastructures 2

4.1. Market in the host country

The selection of markets is critical for companies that
make the decision to internationalize (Papadopoulos &
Martin Martin, 2011) because markets have a long-term
impact on the overall success of these companies. Con-
tractors prefer to enter countries where the market is
larger (Brewer, 2001) because of the higher income and
greater prospects for long-term stability (Chen et al.,
2016). Likewise, market growth in host countries can at-
tract foreign businesses (Kirsch et al.,, 2002). However,
markets with excessive competition can negatively affect
international business (Zhao et al., 2016), and they will
be less attractive for foreign companies (Sullivan & Bau-
erschmidt, 1990). Finally, the economy of the industrial
organization assumes that the level of agglomeration in
an industry increases competition, so that profitability and
business sales will decrease (Scherer & Ross, 1990).

4.2. Links between origin country and host country

The success of the entry strategy depends on the nature of
the links between the government of the origin country
of the company and the government of the host country
(Konijn & van Tulder, 2015). Business in a geographi-
cally distant country is generally complex; the exchange
of information is easier and more frequent between
nearby countries, while transport costs for raw materials
and products can be excessive between remote countries
(Ghemawat, 2004). Moreover, Banno and Redondi (2014)
established that air connectivity increases investment in a
specific area, and Abdul-Aziz et al. (2013) reported that
trade agreements provide companies with greater knowl-
edge of the destination countries.

4.3. Political environment

In their international activity, contractors strive to miti-
gate exposure to political risk in order to survive and
achieve success (Deng & Low, 2014). Political stability is
considered by contractors to be a guarantee of payment
for their work; therefore, it is a crucial variable in the de-
cision to enter and become established in a country (Er-
ramilli et al., 1997). This aspect is closely related to the
existence of corruption in a country, which is common in
many African countries, as corruption can make obtain-
ing contracts difficult (Diawara, 1998). Performance in
international projects can also be affected by regional fac-
tors, such as a hostile environment or terrorism (Lei et al.,
2017), being the weak rule of law and governance another
reason why companies do not enter the country (Abdul-
Aziz et al,, 2013). Finally, the choice to enter a country will
be negatively affected by unfavorable government attitudes
toward foreign companies (Deng & Low, 2014) or by ex-
cessive protectionism for local companies (Jewell, 2010).

4.4, Economic environment

The economic conditions in a country can be considered
entry barriers for foreign companies and affect project
delivery (Lei et al., 2017). According to Abdul-Aziz et al.
(2013), two of the most significant economic location fac-
tors considered by companies are financial risk and capital
requirement. Financial risk is one of the main factors in
entry market decisions due to the high initial investment
required (Monroy Antdn et al., 2011). On the other hand,
delays in the payment for work in Malaysia have had a
negative impact on the financial performance of small-
scale contractors, causing delays in projects, abandon-
ment, and replacement of the material specified by others
with lower quality products (Sambasivan & Soon, 2007).
Similarly, Chinese contractors, who usually work in de-
veloping countries lacking funds, are exposed to client
defaults (Zhao et al., 2009) and exchange rates that often
fluctuate significantly. The high volatility of the exchange
rate of local currency constitutes an economic risk fac-
tor that will affect the profitability of a project (Jang et al.,
2015). Ling and Hoi (2006) conclude that many of Sin-
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gapore’s construction companies do not obtain profitable
investments because they assume the risk of fluctuation
when entering the Indian market (Duvholt et al., 2016).

4.5, Socio-cultural environment

“Social risk” is a term used by Booz Allen Hamilton to
refer to the challenges that companies face due to the so-
cial consequences of their commercial activity (Kytle &
Ruggie, 2005). Likewise, Alashwal et al. (2017) emphasize
the importance of the social environment of the project
to achieve success in international activity. Moreover, cul-
tural or religious differences can affect the performance
of international projects (Lei et al., 2017); in the case of
joint ventures, cultural differences between project teams
can originate conflicts, misunderstandings, and a poor
performance of the project (Ajmal, 2015). According to
Oz (2001), contractors who can quickly adapt to the lo-
cal culture of the host market are more likely to succeed.
Similarly, Carpintero (2011) stresses the importance of
language differences when contractors enter new markets.
Finally, variables such as interest and public acceptance of
the project should be considered and controlled periodi-
cally (Xiaopeng & Pheng, 2013).

4.6. Legal environment

Contractors who enter a country for the first time must
know its laws and regulations (Han et al., 2007) because
an inadequate legal system influences the profitability of
the projects (Jang et al., 2015). According to institutional
theory, organizations must adjust to institutional systems
for their survival (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Specifically, in-
stitutional differences are a challenge for Chinese interna-
tional contractors and a factor that negatively influences
their entry market decision (Chen et al., 2006); differences
in technical standards can become barriers for their inter-
national business and cause overruns (Chua et al., 2003).

4.7. Availability of resources

Another barrier that international contractors face when
they access a country is the lack of availability of local
resources — supplies of local labor and conditions for pro-
curement, production, and supply of materials (Alashwal
et al.,, 2017; Jang et al,, 2015). Khang and Moe (2008) con-
sider the provision of adequate local capacity as a factor
that affects the success of international projects. Contrac-
tors also have to consider the existence and state of infra-
structures in the host country, and the local labor charac-
teristics and welfare conditions, because they will have an
impact on project performance (Jang et al., 2015).

5. Dependency relationship between variables

The second phase of the analysis aims to find out if there
are relationships between the competitive advantages that
most influence the international success of the companies
and their origin country (G3) and determine if relation-
ships exist between the main external barriers that com-

panies must face abroad and the host countries they access
(G4). The SPSS statistical program, version 24, was used,
and the Chi-Square (y?) test was carried out as the statisti-
cal method to analyze these relationships.

5.1. Relationship between competitive
advantages and origin countries (G3)

Based on the literature review, the Chi-Square (y2) test was
developed to analyze the relationship between competi-
tive advantages and the origin commercial areas as well as
between competitive advantages and the origin countries
most cited in the papers reviewed: China, USA, Japan,
Turkey and South Korea. In this case, the null hypothesis
(HO) establishes the independence between both variables,
being satisfied when p > 0.05. The results obtained imply
that there is no significant relationship between the ori-
gin commercial area and the competitive advantages, but
there is a relationship between the origin country and the
competitive advantage related to competence and manage-
rial ability. Table 7 shows that 32 = 12.682 and p = 0.027
in this case; as such, null hypothesis (HO) is rejected, and
the G3 goal is defined - there is a significant relationship
between the origin country of a company and the compet-
itive advantage “competence and managerial ability”. To
determine the degree of association of the categorical vari-
ables with more than two dimensions, it is necessary to
calculate the ratio CC/CCmax. A strong dependence oc-
curs when CC/CCmax > 0.7; moderate dependence when
0.5 < CC/CCmax < 0.7, and low dependence when CC/
CCmax < 0.5 (Field, 2013). The value obtained is CC/CC-
max = 0.435; therefore, there is a low dependence between
the origin country of a company and its competence and
managerial ability, although this value is close to 0.5 (the
limit for a moderate dependence).

These results are supported by the literature review.
Chinese international construction companies generally
lack trained professionals, particularly in management ar-
eas (project, risk, finance) and international law; therefore,
although some project managers have achieved success in
the regional market, it is important that Chinese construc-
tion companies develop management skills abroad, such
as the organization of the work or stakeholder manage-
ment (Lu et al.,, 2013). Similarly, according to Korkmaz
and Messner (2008), the management capacity of the pro-
ject managers is perceived to be one of the most important
competitive advantages of Turkish construction compa-
nies in international markets.

Table 7. Chi-Square test between competence and managerial
ability and origin country

Competence and managerial ability-origin country | Value
(x? 12.682
Sig. (p) 0.027
Contingency coefficient (CC) 0.355
CC/CCmax 0.435

Note: (y?): Chi-square value; Sig.: p-value; CC: Contingency
coefficient; CCmax = 0.816.
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5.2. Relationship between external barriers and host
markets (G4)

The Chi-Square (y?) test was carried out, establishing as
null hypothesis (HO) the independence between external
barriers and destination countries, which is verified when
p > 0.05. Table 8 shows a level of significance lower than
0.05 for the barriers “political environment”, “economic
environment”, and “link between countries”, such that the
null hypothesis is rejected and the G4 goal is determined;
there is a significant relationship between the destination
country and the barriers previously mentioned. The degree
of association defined by the ratio CC/Cmax indicates that
there is a moderate dependence between political environ-
ment and the host country and low dependences between
economic environment or link between countries and the
destination countries.

These results are supported by previous contributions.
Kim et al. (2013) established that international contractors
depend on the host country for income because they have
to open local offices, obtain licences, establish relation-
ships with local contractors and suppliers, and tender for
projects financed by the government or by international
investment banks. Likewise, Fang et al. (2004) identified
“difficulties in the capital return” and “delayed payments
by the owners” as the main economic risk factors in the
Chinese construction market. The economic risk related
to the currency fluctuation in a specific country is a large
risk factor, although many contractors think that it is a
good opportunity to obtain benefits (Duvholt et al., 2016).

Regarding political risks, they are high in developing
countries (Zhao & Shen, 2008). According to Chen and
Orr (2009), the greatest threat to investment in Africa is
the political instability, and Diawara (1998) established
that contractors prefer to enter other areas because of the
corruption that strangles the African market. In addition,
Wang et al. (1999) analyzed the political risks in the Chi-
nese market, such as Chinese government restrictions,
that create significant obstacles to foreign contractors.
For Turkish contractors, the country’s political stability is
rated as one of the main factors in obtaining contracts in
a new market (Korkmaz & Messner, 2008).

Finally, commercial links between the origin coun-
try and the destination country lead to successful entry
modes (Chen, 2008). The Chinese government considers
export of services to be as important as to attract foreign
investment; therefore, it has developed multilateral coop-
eration with foreign countries to help international Chi-
nese contractors to obtain contracts (Zhao & Shen, 2008).

Sino-African political relations are solid and favor trade
business of mutual benefit (Chen & Orr, 2009). In con-
trast to these studies, Ozorhon et al. (2010) established
that host country conditions, such as political risk, macro-
economic conditions, legal system, and host government
relations with foreign entities, do not significantly affect
the performance of IJVs because they have sufficient re-
sources and skills, work in a cooperative organization, and
are able to solve risks with success.

Conclusions

Contributions

A total of 76 articles related to performance in the inter-
national construction market in the period of 2008-2017
have been analyzed, using the bibliometric analysis as the
main research method. Considering the number of articles
published in the study period, it should be noted that the
largest number of publications related to the international
success of construction took place in 2016, while the inter-
est in this research area was significantly reduced in the
2011-2014 period, as established by another research.

Regarding the origin country of the contractors, China
is the country most included in papers while Asia is the
commercial area of destination that most often appears in
the articles, confirming the fact that the Chinese construc-
tion market is one of the largest markets in the world.
The results show that Asia, Europe, and the Middle East
are the host commercial areas most cited in the papers.
According to several studies Asia and Africa are the com-
mercial areas preferred by Chinese contractors and Asia,
Europe and the Middle East are the main host areas for
US contractors.

In relation to the competitive advantages identified, the
availability of experienced and trained human resources is
the advantage most cited in the papers and is one of the
criteria most valued by clients when selecting a contrac-
tor. Communication and trust with both the client and
among stakeholders, in decreasing order, are the follow-
ing outstanding advantages, showing the importance of
maintaining good relations with the client to obtain long-
term benefits and highlighting the value of effective en-
gagement between stakeholders. Finally, results highlight
technology, since it reduces costs and increases efficiency,
and the cultural intelligence of the project team, as one of
the main competitive advantages to obtain success.

Among the main barriers, cultural differences and
political stability are mentioned in a greater number of

Table 8. Chi-Square test between external barriers and host country

Barriers x? Sig. (p) Contingency coeflicient (CC) CC/CCmax
Political environment 35.910 0.000 0.461 0.564
Economic environment 15.488 0.031 0.323 0.395
Link between countries 19.332 0.007 0.356 0.436

Note: (y2): Chi-square value; Sig.: p-value; CC: Contingency coefficient; CCmax = 0.816.
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publications, stating that these factors are vital in access
to a country and to improve performance.

Finally, the Chi-Square () test shows that there is a
dependency relationship between the origin country of
a company and the competitive advantage “competence
and managerial ability”, and that the barriers “economic
environment”, “political environment”, and “link between
countries” are also related to the target market where a
company accesses, confirming the importance of consid-
ering the characteristics of the origin and host country of
a company in its internationalization.

Limitations

Data considered in this research come from articles related
to the international success of companies in the construc-
tion sector in the period from 2008-2017 without consid-
ering the country of origin, commercial area of destina-
tion, or the competitive advantages and external barriers
that have more influence in the international success in
previous years or in other sectors. Likewise, to detect the
main competitive advantages and barriers that influence
the international success of construction companies, this
study is limited to defining those that include the 76 arti-
cles analyzed without taking into account companies from
the construction sector with international activity from
other countries or that are directed to other destination
markets not included in the sample of articles of the pre-
sent research. Regarding the main barriers identified, this
paper is not intended to benchmark one region against
others. This would require a broader study of international
trade in each region as well as analysis of the success of
each company that accesses them. The conclusions of this
study are limited to the data obtained from the selected
sample of articles in the study period.

Recommendations

The uncertainty associated with the international con-
struction market forces companies to acquire a detailed
knowledge of the variables that influence international
success. Although companies carry out market stud-
ies and internal analyses when undertaking activity in a
certain foreign country, the randomness associated with
internationalization due to the multitude of variables that
influence the process makes it necessary to perform a
greater number of studies that seek to find out the most
influential variables in international performance. Thus,
the present study aims to raise awareness of the most in-
fluential competitive advantages and external barriers that
help contractors achieve international success. Moreover,
the relationship between some of these variables is ob-
served depending on the host country of the companies
or the destination market. Before becoming international,
it is important that companies carry out internal analyses
to evaluate the disposition of these advantages as well as
external analyses to identify the main barriers they face
according to the market they access.

Future lines of research

The findings of this research consider the opinion of the
companies surveyed in the publications as well as the
findings of the research related to international success
carried out during the designated time frame. Future re-
search could address the main competitive advantages and
external barriers that influence the international success of
the construction companies in a more detailed way, stud-
ying the case of several companies with different origin
countries and with diverse commercial area of destina-
tion. These studies would allow for obtaining more data in
order to deepen the relationships between these variables
(competitive advantages and external barriers) with the
origin countries and destination areas of the companies.
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