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A B S T R A C T

Amid external crisis, cost-based strategies have become a growing concern for practitioners and an increasingly 
important area of scholarly inquiry. This is particularly true for frontier exporting firms from less advanced 
emerging markets (Pakistan), which often adopt cost-led strategies to succeed in the highly competitive and 
distinct environments of advanced economy markets. Despite its importance, the role of international marketing 
capabilities in driving these cost-based strategies has been largely overlooked in the existing literature. This study 
examines a sample of Pakistani exporting firms and demonstrates that international marketing agility, as a meta- 
dynamic capability, exerts both direct and indirect effects on business model innovation (BMI) through the 
mediation of cost leadership strategy when targeting advanced economy markets. Furthermore, environmental 
pressures positively moderate these relationships. The findings contribute to the dynamic capabilities perspective 
and highlight the crucial roles of international marketing agility and cost leadership strategy in supporting the 
BMI of exporting firms managing the complex and competitive environments of advanced economy markets. 
Additionally, the study provides valuable insights for emerging market exporting firms seeking to adapt and 
innovate their business models in response to the environmental pressure.

1. Introduction

In the ever-evolving landscape of international business, exporting 
remains a fundamental strategy for firms, particularly those from 
emerging markets to access and compete in advanced economy markets. 
This is especially important for less advanced (frontier) emerging mar
ket exporting firms (EMEFs), which, despite facing significant resource 
constraints, often turn to exporting as an initial step in their inter
nationalisation journey (Leonidou & Katsikeas, 1996; Xie & Li, 2018). 
The global business environment, marked by challenges such as 
heightened competition, lack of brand recognition, and the absence of 
established networks, demands that these firms adapt quickly in order to 
thrive. Furthermore, external crises can amplify these challenges, forc
ing firms from frontier markets to prioritise cost concerns while simul
taneously needing to innovate to maintain their competitive edge. This 
is because exporting firms in markets like Pakistan (the context of this 
study) have fewer large exporters compared to advanced emerging 
economies such as China, India. Understanding how such EMEFs can 

leverage their capabilities to navigate these complexities and succeed in 
international markets is crucial for both scholarly and practical 
purposes.

Scholarly research in international business has largely focused on 
advanced forms of internationalisation, such as strategic alliances and 
joint ventures, leaving exporting as a relatively underexplored area. 
Meanwhile, IB scholars are increasingly re-emphasizing the critical role 
of marketing capabilities in exporting (Samiee et al., 2021). Importantly, 
the role of cost leadership strategies of frontier EMEFs, particularly 
when targeting competitive advanced economy markets, remains less 
examined. This is despite a cost leadership strategy is likely more rele
vant and effective for such firms targeting advanced economy markets 
(Aulakh et al., 2000b). A key gap in the literature is the understanding of 
the capabilities that enable frontier EMEFs to implement cost leadership 
strategies, which are often necessary for survival under environmental 
pressures. Meanwhile, firms often innovate their business models in 
response to environmental shifts, particularly during external crisis sit
uations (Sabaruddin et al., 2023). However, there is a lack of research 
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that explores the key capabilities and strategies of EMEFs’ business 
model innovation (BMI) (Najafi-Tavani et al., 2023), particularly those 
in frontier economies.

Amid external crises, or other disruptive events that force firms to 
adopt radical economic measures (Tung, Knight, et al., 2023; Tung, 
Zander, et al., 2023), frontier EMEFs are often driven to pursue cost 
leadership strategies and frequently revise their business models for 
competitiveness. Kunc and Bhandari (2011) findings on crisis manage
ment specifically suggest that, in highly uncertain environments, man
agers often prioritise cost leadership strategies as a means of survival.

During environmental pressures, such as economic downturns, or 
geopolitical disruptions, buyers (importers in our context) in advanced 
economies often become more price-sensitive due to reduced consumer 
confidence and purchasing power. While such pressures may not affect 
both the importing and exporting countries simultaneously, they can 
still lead to heightened pressure on frontier EMEFs from international 
buyers to offer competitive pricing (Myers, 1997; Obadia, 2013; Tan & 
Sousa, 2011). In response, frontier EMEFs, particularly those with 
limited resources, are more likely to adopt cost leadership strategies to 
remain competitive in these price-sensitive markets.

At the same time, these environmental pressures may force frontier 
EMEFs to divert resources away from long-term investments, such as 
research and development (R&D), in favour of short-term cost-cutting 
measures. This reduction in R&D investments is a strategic choice aimed 
at ensuring immediate survival and cost control, as firms prioritise 
staying afloat in uncertain environments (Guderian et al., 2021; 
Trunschke et al., 2024). Thus, the inclination toward cost leadership is 
not only driven by external environmental pressures but also by internal 
constraints that limit the ability to focus on innovation and product 
development (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).

Additionally, the dynamic nature of international markets, especially 
under environmental pressures exacerbated by crises, forces frontier 
EMEFs to continually reassess their offerings, value architectures, and 
revenue mechanisms to align with evolving market demands (Christofi 
et al., 2021). This constant adaptation is crucial for maintaining 
competitiveness and addressing shifts in consumer behaviour in 
advanced economy markets. In times of external environmental pres
sure, international marketing agility—a composite capability encom
passing market sensing, speed, responsiveness and flexibility (Khan, 
2020)— becomes crucial as it enables firms to adapt to rapidly changing 
environments (Forbes, 2020a; Hughes & Chandy, 2021). Drawing on 
dynamic capability theory (Teece et al., 2016; Teece et al., 1997), it can 
be argued that international marketing agility enhances a firm’s ability 
to sense market shifts, seize emerging opportunities, and reconfigure its 
business model to respond to external pressures (Teece et al., 2016). In 
highly uncertain environments, the ability to swiftly adapt marketing 
strategies—such as adjusting product offerings, pricing models, or 
customer engagement methods—becomes instrumental in driving BMI.

However, the relationship between agility and BMI may not be 
direct. This is because BMI is often driven by particular strategic 
objective (Forbes, 2018). Through international marketing agility, 
frontier EMEF can develop more effective strategic alternatives by 
leveraging market knowledge and identifying new opportunities. This 
sensed knowledge, coupled with flexibility, allows firms to reconfigure 
their resources and craft cost-effective strategies that align with the 
foundational components of their business models. As a result, cost 
leadership strategies may act as a mediator, influencing the relationship 
between international marketing agility and BMI, particularly among 
frontier EMEFs. Gao et al. (2010) suggested that cost leadership strate
gies, on their own, are insufficient for gaining a competitive advantage 
in foreign markets. To succeed, firms need to complement these strate
gies with specific capabilities (Gao et al., 2010; Knight et al., 2020). In 
this context, it can be argued that capabilities such as agile market op
portunity identification and speedy responsiveness can significantly 
influence a firm’s cost-based strategies, facilitating the rejuvenation of 
business models. Successful companies proactively leverage their agile 

capabilities, directing them towards strategies that support the renewal 
and adaptation of their business models (Battistella et al., 2017). 
Accordingly, the study aims to address the following research questions: 
Among frontier emerging market exporting firms, to what extent cost 
leadership strategies mediate the relationship between international 
marketing agility and BMI? Additionally, to what extent is this media
tion effect moderated by environmental pressure?

Our findings contribute to the dynamic capability perspective (Teece 
et al., 2016; Teece et al., 1997) by highlighting the important role of 
international marketing agility—a relatively emergent meta-dynamic 
capability—offering significant managerial value for frontier EMEFs 
targeting advanced economy markets. Furthermore, we extend the 
literature on cost leadership strategies, highlighting their increased 
relevance and validity for frontier EMEFs targeting distant and complex 
advanced economy markets. The study focusses on the unique context of 
frontier EMEFs mainly exporting to advanced economy markets, these 
firms which prioritise exporting as a key driver of economic growth. To 
succeed, these firms must develop greater agility than their foreign 
competitors. Simultaneously, they must contend with the challenge 
posed by low-cost rivals also targeting advanced economy markets. Our 
findings contribute to existing knowledge by uncovering the mecha
nisms that enable frontier EMEFs to adopt cost leadership strategies, 
which, in turn, positively influence BMI to cater the advanced economy 
markets.

While cost leadership has been extensively discussed in strategy 
literature, this study highlights its role in driving BMI, especially when 
frontier EMEF are targeting advanced economy markets. By focusing on 
cost leadership as a strategic response to environmental pressure, this 
study fills a critical gap in the literature by showing how international 
marketing agility—by facilitating the identification of market opportu
nities and enabling a flexible, rapid response—leading frontier EMEFs to 
achieve cost advantages that, in turn, lead to BMI. This contribution 
underscores that cost leadership strategies are not only about cutting 
prices but also about reconfiguring business models, aligning them with 
competitive needs in advanced economy markets. Finally, by focusing 
on the context of Pakistani exporting firms, this study offers important 
insights on the role of international marketing agility and BMI for in
ternational business research in frontier economies.

2. Literature review and hypotheses development

According to Teece (2007, p. 1344), “dynamic capabilities are 
high-level abilities to sense and seize opportunities, navigate threats, and 
combine and reconfigure specialized and cospecialized assets to meet 
changing customer needs in order to sustain and amplify evolutionary 
fitness.” In this regard, dynamic marketing capabilities are known to 
enhance the performance of emerging market firms (Khan, 2020). In
ternational marketing agility is a relatively emergent concept that is 
conceptualised as a meta capability encompassing foreign market 
sensing, flexibility, speed, and responsiveness (Gomes et al., 2020; Osei 
et al., 2019). Recently, practitioners have exhibited an interest in un
derstanding the efficacy of this meta-dynamic capability (Forbes, 
2020b). Accordingly, scholarly work aimed at understanding the role it 
plays in internationalisation has also increased in recent years (Asseraf 
et al., 2019; Elo & Silva, 2022; Gomes et al., 2020), including for frontier 
EMEFs targeting advanced economies (Khan, 2020).

Frontier EMEFs are often burdened by liabilities such as limited re
sources, lesser-known brands, and country-of-origin effects, in addition 
to the complex conditions of foreign markets—especially those shaped 
by well-established competitors from advanced economy markets. Un
derstanding how these firms can develop a cost-leadership strategy for 
BMI is both important and relevant. Firms from emerging markets are 
often resource-constrained and emphasize cost-leadership strategies, 
focusing on operational excellence and cost efficiency (Hughes et al., 
2010). Firms often shift their strategic focus to cost savings in response 
to unexpected market conditions arising from environmental crises (Hitt 
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et al., 2021). For example, our sample firms predominantly operate in 
the textile and food sectors. Other emerging markets, such as 
Bangladesh, are prominent low-cost exporters (competitors) in the 
textile sector, actively targeting the same advanced economy markets (e. 
g., the UK, USA) (OEC, 2021; Textile-today, 2023). China, Bangladesh, 
Vietnam, Türkiye, and India are leaders in global export shares in this 
industry. Similarly, among emerging markets, India is a key exporter of 
food products, catering to both the US and the UK—i.e., the same 
markets targeted by our sample firms (World Bank, 2021). To become 
more competitive and secure a stronger foothold in advanced economy 
markets, frontier EMEFs originating from Pakistan need to produce and 
sell at lower prices.

The relevance of cost leadership strategy for emerging market 
exporting firms is also supported by existing literature (Ramamurti 
(2012). For example, Ramamurti (2012) suggests that these firms 
possess this ability due to their home country advantages, such as 
low-cost labour and the capability to economize on capital equipment, 
space, land, construction costs, and facilities located in second-tier cit
ies. Similarly, the cost-led strategy of emerging market exporting firms is 
found to be more effective when targeting developed markets rather 
than developing markets (Brouthers & Xu, 2002). This is because 
established brands make it difficult for many firms based in emerging 
markets to compete on branding or differentiation. Furthermore, most 
firms reduce spending as their first line of defence during an external 
crisis (Forbes, 2022). Hence, cost leadership is arguably even more 
pertinent for frontier EMEFs, as it enables them to effectively compete 
with their rivals.

It is widely acknowledged that agility enables firms to mobilize re
sources and expertise to adapt and respond to changes in the external 
market, particularly by exploiting market opportunities in a timely 
manner (Ahammad et al., 2021; Christofi et al., 2021). However, for 
EMEFs originating from frontier economies, the challenge lies in acquire 
the capabilities necessary to navigate complex international markets, 
especially when they face significant resource constraints. Unlike firms 
in developed economies, which often have access to substantial capital, 
human resources, and sophisticated market intelligence, many firms in 
frontier emerging markets are resource-poor and struggle to access the 
capabilities typically associated with successful international expansion.

For such firm, developing international marketing agility often in
volves incremental learning, innovation, and strategic partnerships, 
networking and informal knowledge, enabling them to quickly adjust 
their strategies in response to new market conditions (Adomako et al., 
2022; Ahammad et al., 2021), rather than making large investments in 
international operations. In some cases, frontier EMEFs may also form 
alliances with larger, more resource-rich firms, allowing them to access 
expertise and resources they might otherwise lack. Thus, while 
resource-poor firms may not possess the extensive organizational ca
pabilities of their counterparts in developed economies, they can still 
demonstrate considerable agility by leveraging informal learning, flex
ibility, and innovative solutions to navigate international markets.

The argument for international marketing agility is especially 
pertinent for frontier EMEFs targeting advanced economy markets, 
where differences in market conditions, consumer behaviour, and reg
ulatory environments are particularly pronounced (Aulakh et al., 2000b; 
Christofi et al., 2021; Hughes & Chandy, 2021). In these complex and 
dynamic markets, frontier EMEFs need to adapt their marketing strate
gies to align with local demands. This adaptation does not always 
require sophisticated tools or significant resources, but rather the ability 
to respond quickly to market feedback, adjust the marketing mix, and 
adapt to competitive pressures. For example, smaller firms might adjust 
pricing strategies based on customer preferences or rapidly changing 
demand conditions, even if they lack detailed market intelligence 
(Ranjan & Nayak, 2023). Moreover, the concept of international mar
keting agility in this context should be viewed as reactive and flexible, 
rather than highly strategic or proactive, which is often associated with 
larger firms (Gomes et al., 2020). For resource-constrained firms, agility 

may not involve sophisticated market sensing or forecasting but rather 
the ability to quickly adapt to emerging opportunities or threats. In other 
words, speed and flexibility become key competitive advantages for 
frontier EMEFs that are otherwise limited by financial or organizational 
resources. This reactive agility allows them to overcome some of the 
disadvantages of being resource-poor by quickly responding to market 
signals and adjusting their offerings as needed.

It is important to note that the international marketing agility 
described here is not universal to all exporting firms in emerging mar
kets; rather, it is more likely to apply to a subset of firms—particularly 
those with an entrepreneurial mindset and a focus on advanced econ
omy markets. These firms are better positioned to adapt to market needs, 
as they specifically choose to export to advanced economy markets 
(Khan, 2020). Thus, the argument for agility is particularly relevant for 
frontier emerging markets, which are predominantly dominated by 
small and medium-sized firms, with fewer larger firms that usually have 
access to greater resources and more sophisticated strategies.

Thus, while EMEFs face significant challenges in acquiring the ca
pabilities for international marketing agility—defined as the ability to 
react quickly and adapt to new market conditions—this agility can serve 
as a valuable capability (Khan, 2020). By leveraging flexibility, informal 
knowledge, and strategic partnerships, these firms can navigate complex 
international environments and align their strategies with the demands 
of advanced economies. However, it is crucial to recognize that this form 
of agility applies primarily to a specific subset of exporting firms, and 
understanding the context in which it is deployed is key to interpreting 
its role in the internationalisation process.

Despite the theoretical rationale provided above and the challenges 
associated with identifying key drivers of competitive advantage in 
frontier EMEFs—such as cost-leadership strategy—scholarly knowledge 
in this area remains relatively sparse. Furthermore, emerging market 
firms typically emphasize large volumes and low-margin strategies to 
generate profits. Many of these firms pursue low-cost strategies by 
reengineering products, employing cheap labour, and using low-cost 
raw materials and supplies (Agnihotri, 2015; Luo & Zhao, 2004), 
rather than leveraging production automation and other more costly 
approaches that are more accessible to competitors from advanced 
economies (Lee et al., 2011).

Studies have highlighted the importance of international marketing 
agility in product innovation (Zhou et al., 2019). Practitioners often 
believe that agility is critical for adopting new business operating 
models in the wake of crises (Mckinsey, 2021). Despite its relevance for 
understanding the role of international marketing agility in BMI, this 
issue has largely been overlooked in the context of frontier EMEFs. 
Specifically, when faced with environmental pressure, exporting firms 
need to develop key capabilities to respond to the complexities of 
foreign markets (Khan, 2020). Emerging market firms need to adopt 
novel strategies to effectively deal with the substantially different 
competitive landscapes of advanced economy markets (Hernandez & 
Guillén, 2018). At the same time, under environmental pressure during 
crises, firms are often inclined to develop business models focused on the 
creation, capture, and delivery of value, enabling them compete effec
tively on the basis of cost (Autio & Zander, 2016; Mihailova, 2022; 
Monaghan et al., 2020).

A review of the literature suggests that BMI is driven by firm-level 
capabilities (Foss & Saebi, 2017). Unlike typical capabilities, which 
focus on converting resources into value propositions, creation, and 
capture—dynamic capabilities enable firms to reconfigure and trans
form resources and competencies into innovation (Teece et al., 2016). In 
this context, marketing agility plays a vital role, as it allows frontier 
EMEFs to capitalise on market insights and respond swiftly to changing 
market conditions. To illustrate this within the frontier EMEF context, 
international marketing agility can help develop effective cost leader
ship strategies. By enabling firms to sense advanced market 
trends—such as identifying low-cost suppliers with appropriate qual
ity—and understand how resources can be flexibly reconfigured, 
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international marketing agility allows frontier EMEFs to generate more 
value. This, in turn, enables them to strategize and develop cost-effective 
offerings, facilitating the rejuvenation of their business models, 
explained as a transformation of the core business logic, which occurs 
through: (i) value offering—what a firm offers its customers; (ii) value 
architecture—how this offering is realised within the firm and its network; 
and (iii) revenue mechanism—revenue logics and cost structures 
(Miroshnychenko et al., 2021; Spieth & Schneider, 2016).

Alongside marketing capabilities, many firms develop a cost lead
ership orientation (Naidoo, 2010). These firms continuously exploit 
opportunities to improve strategy creation, and adapt quickly in 
response to emerging threats, maintaining a defensive posture to sustain 
competitive advantage (Teece, 2007). Thus, international marketing 
agility is likely to influence cost leadership strategies. Similarly, given its 
connection to various forms of innovations, marketing agility may also 
contribute to BMI (Zhou et al., 2019). Firms’ strategies are often driven 
by firm cognition and the interpretation of changes in the external 
environment (Saebi et al., 2017). Teece (2010) notion of what customers 
want and of how business can best organise to deliver those values to 
remain profitable draws attention to the potential link between inter
national marketing agility and BMI. International marketing agility 
enables emerging market firms to sense market requirements, adapt to 
the demands of international markets, anticipate opportunities, and 
respond to concomitant threats, specifically in highly competitive and 
dynamic markets (Ahammad et al., 2021). One such dynamic and 
competitive arena is the context of this study—frontier EMEFs that 
export to advanced economy markets, where agility can play a key role 
in shaping firms strategic responses and helping them gain a foothold in 
foreign markets (Ahammad et al., 2021). The competencies of emerging 
market firms lies in their ability to identify niche markets and leverage 
innovation capabilities to overcome the liability of emergingness in their 
host markets (Kotabe & Kothari, 2016).

Marketing agility enhances frontier EMEFs’ ability to understand and 
respond to the competitive and dynamic environments of advanced 
economy markets (Khan, 2020). It can sharpen their foresight and 
enable the strategic framing of innovative and competitive business 
models (Doz & Kosonen, 2010). Miroshnychenko et al. (2021) argue that 
BMI is driven by the renewal of a firm’s knowledge and flexibility—key 
components of marketing agility. It can be further argued that exporting 
firms often change their business models in response to industry con
ditions that render their previous models untenable due to lower growth 
or decreased profitability (Abrahamsson et al., 2019). Hence, interna
tional marketing agility—the meta-dynamic capability to sense and 
respond swiftly and flexible—may be a key driver of frontier EMEFs’ 
BMI in advanced economy markets.

Despite the importance of marketing agility and its potential role in 
cost leadership strategy and BMI for frontier EMEFs in advanced econ
omy markets, there has been little research on this topic to date. Most 
studies on international marketing agility have mainly linked it to 
product innovation and adaptation (Asseraf et al., 2019; Osei et al., 
2019). Cost leadership strategies have received relatively little attention 
in the exporting marketing literature (Chung & Ho, 2021; Gao et al., 
2010; Leonidou et al., 2015), particularly in the context of emerging 
market firms, despite the greater relevance of these strategies for them. 
Gao et al. (2010) examined the leadership strategies of exporting firms 
and suggested that simply adopting a cost leadership will not drive 
performance. Instead, exporting firms must possess distinct compe
tencies to perform satisfactorily. This supports the linkages we propose 
below between international marketing agility (a dynamic capability) 
and cost leadership strategies. Similarly, despite its potential as a key 
source of innovation, the role played of international marketing agility 
has been rarely investigated in the BMI literature (Mckinsey, 2021). 
Furthermore, firms that export to advanced economies tend to innovate 
their processes (de Oliveira et al., 2021). Collectively, the aforemen
tioned arguments support the following hypotheses. 

H1. : International marketing agility positively influences the cost 
leadership strategies of frontier EMEFs targeting advanced economy 
markets.

H2. : International marketing agility positively influences the BMI of 
frontier EMEFs targeting advanced economy markets.

The existing review of the efficacy of cost leadership strategies in the 
exporting context has hitherto yielded fragmented results. For example, 
Chung and Ho (2021) found that cost leadership drives the market share 
performance of exporting firms, with its effect strengthened by 
exploitative learning and reduced by exploratory learning. They also 
found that cost leadership influences strategic performance, although 
this relationship is unaffected by either exploitative or exploratory 
learning. According to Heredia et al. (2017), differentiation has a 
stronger impact on the market orientation of exporting firms than cost 
leadership strategies. Furthermore, Gao et al. (2010) argued that cost 
leadership strategies alone are insufficient to attain competitive ad
vantages in foreign markets; firms must complement them with specific 
capabilities. In this regard—and consistent with our H1—we argue that 
international marketing agility, as a dynamic capability, will drive 
effective cost leadership strategies. This is because international mar
keting agility plays an important role in this process by enabling EMEFs 
firms to quickly respond to environmental pressures and market dy
namics. Through international marketing agility, firms can adjust their 
marketing strategies and operational procedures to support their cost 
leadership goals, ensuring that they remain both flexible and 
cost-effective in changing international environments.

BMI requires a clear purpose or drive (Hacklin et al., 2018); this, may 
necessitate the meta-dynamic capability to sense, seize, and reconfigure 
the strategic direction for value capture and delivery. Although BMI can 
be considered as a constant source of value creation, it requires a clear 
strategic focus (Forbes, 2018). Similarly, BMI enables the execution of 
strategy (Richardson, 2005). To further exemplify and contextualise, 
EMEFs often have advantages in terms of low labour and raw material 
costs (Aulakh et al., 2000a). To become price leaders in their target 
advanced markets, firms need the ability to match their competitors’ 
offerings at a lower price. As a result, successful firms are likely to gather 
and analyse data—such as pricing information—on their key rivals and 
target market demands (Murray et al., 2011). The strategic goals of 
exporting firms often depend on their marketing capabilities (Kaleka & 
Morgan, 2019) and on a strategic focus that supports efficiency in the 
BMI dimension (Najafi-Tavani et al., 2023).

Frontier EMEFs may need to adopt a cost leadership strategy to 
compete in advanced economy markets, particularly during times of 
crisis. However, just focusing on cutting costs is not enough. These firms 
need to innovate their business models to align with their low-cost 
strategy while staying competitive (Najafi-Tavani et al., 2023). This 
innovation is not always about new products, but involves rethinking 
their operations, value propositions, and market approaches 
(Najafi-Tavani et al., 2023). To achieve this, firms need to develop in
ternational marketing agility—the ability to quickly adapt and respond 
to changes in international markets. This agility helps firms implement 
their cost leadership strategy effectively, as this capability is known for 
enabling such firms to adjust their marketing and operational ap
proaches for the advanced markets (Khan, 2020). Hence, the three 
factors—international marketing agility, cost leadership, and business 
model innovation—arguably enable firms to navigate the challenges 
posed by environmental pressures. These pressures often push firms to 
innovate in ways that maintain their competitiveness while keeping 
costs low. These aforementioned arguments collectively assert the 
mediating role of cost leadership strategies between international mar
keting agility and BMI. 

H3. : Cost leadership strategy mediates the relationship between in
ternational marketing agility and BMI for frontier EMEFs targeting 
advanced economy markets.
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2.1. The moderating role of environmental pressure

In the literature, environmental pressure is captured through several 
aspects related to target market environment, including market dyna
mism, heterogeneity, hostility, and network pressure. Market dynamism 
refers to the unpredictability of environmental change. Market hetero
geneity refers to the diversity of external factors such as customers and 
competitors. Market hostility emphasises the degree of competition 
(Newkirk & Lederer, 2006). Lastly, firms often face international 
network pressure, which includes the pressure exerted by competitors 
and customers to adopt new business operating procedures 
(Morgan-Thomas & Bridgewater, 2004). Innovation and exporting are 
complementary strategies for growth (Golovko & Valentini, 2011). 
Environmental turbulence affects most industries globally, driving firms 
to engage in BMI (Clauss et al., 2019). This is particularly relevant for 
frontier EMEFs, which face foreign market complexities, often arising 
from external environmental pressures. At the same time, dynamic ca
pabilities are well-suited to turbulent conditions due to their underlying 
features of adaptivity and responsiveness (Teece et al., 2016). In 
particular, international marketing agility is known to influence inter
national performance (Ahammad et al., 2021). This capability is also 
effective in driving innovations in highly turbulent environments (Zhou 
et al., 2019). The key effect of international marketing agility is its 
ability to enable organisations to recognise, assimilate, and new 
knowledge to their offerings and operating systems. Similarly, among 
exporting firms, international marketing agility influences marketing 
mix adaptations and performance in highly complex market (Khan, 
2020). Collectively, studies suggest that environmental turbulence 
plausibly moderates the relationship between agility and BMI.

Firms engaged in BMI develop new ideas and redeploy capabilities to 
create value offerings (Clauss et al., 2019), navigating specific envi
ronmental conditions (Zott & Amit, 2010). The possession of dynamic 
capabilities supports such comprehensive change (Miroshnychenko 
et al., 2021). Adopting a dynamic capability perspective, businesses 
introduce new models to navigate environmental demands—effectively 
uncovering these demands through market sensing capabilities. This 
enables firms to flexibly reconfigure and redeploy resources to effi
ciently respond to changing environments (Teece et al., 2016). Given 
that BMI requires agility for transformation (Teece et al., 2016), firms 
are likely to emphasise their agility to effectively implement BMI under 
substantial environmental pressures. Thus, we propose that: 

H4. : Environmental pressure positively moderates the relationship between 
international marketing agility and BMI for frontier EMEFs targeting 
advanced economy markets.

In today’s business environment, high-performing companies 
continuously adapt to external changes and find innovative ways of 
doing business to remain competitive amid market environment 
changes. Some of these changes are triggered by environmental pres
sures during crises—which led to interconnected shifts in the external 
environment. In such complex conditions, the development of dynamic 
capabilities equips firms with the agility needed to maintain their 
competitiveness in international markets (Christofi et al., 2021; Tarba 
et al., 2023).

According to Teece (2010), firms that (i) possess a deep under
standing of market needs, (ii) evaluate various strategic options, (iii) 
conduct thorough analysis to determine how best to satisfy market de
mands in a timely and cost-effective manner, (iv) adopt a perspective of 
relative efficiency, and (v) are quick learners and listeners, are more 
likely to devise effective and efficient business models. In other words, 
BMI requires dynamic capabilities—such as sensing, seizing, and 
reconfiguring—to stay aligned with the changes occurring in the market 
environment. Moreover, firms are often confronted with strategic dis
continuities triggered by disruptions, where agility becomes a critical 
factor in helping them not only survive but thrive (Weber & Tarba, 
2014). This involves exploring novel approaches to business 

transformation (Tarba, 2014). To adopt to a constantly changing envi
ronment, agility enables a process of continuous renewal and reconfi
guration aimed at ensuring survival. Agility also provides managers with 
insights into the strategies best suited to address needs that arise under 
conditions of uncertainty (Teece et al., 2016), with BMI representing the 
execution of these strategies (Richardson, 2005). In the specific context 
of EMEFs, there is a gap in the literature regarding how, under condi
tions of high environmental pressure, international marketing agility 
influences strategies that drives BMI. Building on the findings of Khan 
(2020), which suggest that the effects of international marketing agility 
on market adaptation are stronger under conditions of high market 
complexity, it can be inferred that, under high environmental pressure, 
the impact of frontier EMEF international marketing agility on cost 
leadership strategy may be more pronounced in advanced markets. This 
argument is further supported by a practitioners’ perspective on the 
need for agility in developing effective strategies under crisis conditions 
(Forbes, 2020a). Additionally, it is widely argued that, in times of crisis 
and environmental uncertainty, firms need to adapt their business 
models to achieve their strategic objectives (McKinsey, 2020). We argue 
that cost leadership strategies driven by agility and translated into BMI 
can be particularly effective and relevant for frontier EMEFs. Given the 
limited attention in the existing literature to the interplay between in
ternational marketing agility, cost leadership strategies, and BMI under 
environmental pressure, we hypothesise: 

H5. : Environmental pressure positively moderates the proposed indirect 
effects of international marketing agility on the BMI via cost leadership 
strategies of frontier EMEFs targeting advanced markets, such that the in
direct effects will be stronger under high environmental pressure.

In Fig. 1, we present the conceptual framework of this study.

3. Methodology

3.1. Context

Pakistan is considered a less advanced emerging market (Kauser & 
Khan, 2018), faces unique challenges when it comes to international 
trade and export. Compared to advanced emerging markets like Taiwan 
and South Korea (Kalasin et al., 2014), or large emerging economies 
such as China and India, Pakistan is often classified as a frontier 
emerging market—a designation that reflects its relatively lower level of 
economic development and higher market volatility (Financial-Times, 
June 2024). This volatility, coupled with domestic market uncertainty, 
makes Pakistan an interesting and relevant context for studying how 
firms from such markets can develop strategies to compete in advanced 
economy markets like the US and UK (Financial Times, 2024). Despite 
the strong export orientation of Pakistani firms, the country faces a 
significant trade deficit (USD 240 million) (Trading-Economics, 2023) 
and is under immense pressure to grow its exports. A major challenge for 
these firms is the tendency of their products to be perceived as of lower 
quality in developed markets. However, little is known about how firms 
based in less advanced frontier markets such as Pakistan design business 
models tailored to advanced economy markets. In contrast to the liter
ature on large emerging market exporters (e.g., China and India) and 
their internationalization strategies, the capabilities of Pakistani 
exporters—especially when targeting developed markets—remain 
underexplored. It is important to note that Pakistani firms, often char
acterized by limited financial and organizational resources, may not 
have the large-scale capabilities of firms in larger emerging markets. 
However, these firms can still demonstrate remarkable agility, which 
allows them to adapt and respond to international market demands 
quickly (Khan, 2020). This agility may not require substantial in
vestments in resources but can instead be attributed to flexible 
decision-making and quick adjustments to shifting market conditions 
during crises.
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3.2. Data collection procedure

As a comprehensive, centralized database is often unavailable for 
emerging economies like Pakistan (Zahoor et al., 2022), we initially 
identified a list of exporting firms using the Pakistan Chamber of Com
merce and Export Directory. We focused primarily on firms 
manufacturing goods across diverse industrial sectors. A convenience 
sample of 400 firms was selected by reviewing company websites, 
LinkedIn profiles, and through personal contacts to ensure these firms 
were exporting to advanced economy markets. During this process, 117 
firms were excluded because they did meet the criteria of exporting to 
the advanced economy markets.

In 2021, we contacted 283 firms that were actively exporting to such 
markets. We initially reached out to company managers via LinkedIn, 
where we provided a link to an online survey. Subsequently, for the 
purpose of achieving a sufficient and reasonable sample size for this 
study, we appointed trained research assistants in Pakistan who con
ducted personal visits using paper-based surveys to collect further data. 
Previous studies have highlighted that Pakistani firms prefer a person
alized approach when responding to survey questionnaires and are often 
reluctant to share information through more impersonal methods (Khan 
et al., 2015). Therefore, data collected through online survey method 
was complemented with the subsequent data collected through 
face-to-face method mainly for the purpose of achieving an adequate 
sample size (Lew & Sinkovics, 2013).

Out of the 283 firms contacted, 153 completed the questionnaire. 
However, 28 responses were deemed unusable due to incomplete in
formation. Additionally, one outlier was identified, leaving a final us
able sample of 124 responses, representing a 44 % response rate. This 
sample size was comparable to those of prior survey-based studies on 
EMEFs (Oura et al., 2016). Furthermore, we performed a post-hoc 
G*Power analysis for our hypothesised relationships based on 
path-by-path correlations. The lowest calculated power value was 0.865, 
which exceeds the 0.800 threshold, indicating sufficient statistical 
power. A similar post-hoc test has been employed in previous studies 
(Von Delft et al., 2019).

3.3. Common method bias

Since data were collected from a single respondent per firm, we were 
aware that this could introduce common method bias. To mitigate this 
potential issue, we implemented several procedural and analytical steps. 
Prior to data collection, we ensured that the questionnaire was written 
in clear, simple, and easy-to-understand language to reduce any ambi
guity. We also carefully mixed the constructs in the questionnaire to 

prevent respondents from easily inferring the relationships between the 
independent and dependent variables. Additionally, we included a 
theoretically unrelated measure (restaurant performance) as a marker 
variable, which served as a proxy to adjust for any potential common 
method bias (Lindell & Whitney, 2001). As explained in the results 
section, our analysis indicated that common method bias did not 
significantly impact the findings.

3.4. Measures

We adopted the measurement for our study from relevant literature 
published in high-quality journals. Respondents were asked to indicate 
their level of agreement or disagreement with each statement using a 
1–7 scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) for all the main 
constructs in the study. For the latent factor related to restaurant per
formance, respondents were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with 
a restaurant on the 1–7 scale. In responding to the survey questions, 
respondents were asked to consider their respective companies’ situa
tions during an external crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

3.4.1. International marketing agility (IMA)
We adapted the scale items of IMA from (Khan, 2020). One item 

failed to load onto the factor, and was therefore removed from the final 
analysis. The scale comprised four meta-dynamic capabilities: market
ing sensing (five items), responsiveness (six items), speed (three items), 
and flexibility (three items). Consistent with Khan (2020), it is used as a 
second order construct.

3.4.2. Cost leadership strategy (CLS)
We adapted a three-item scale from Hughes et al. (2010).

3.4.3. Business model innovation (BMI)
We adapted a nine-item scale from Miroshnychenko et al. (2021) to 

measure BMI as a second order construct, based on value offering, value 
architecture, and revenue model (Spieth & Schneider, 2016).

3.4.4. Environmental pressure (EP)
We borrowed and adapted a ten-item scale items from Newkirk and 

Lederer (2006) and Morgan-Thomas and Bridgewater (2004) to measure 
EP. The scale includes items assessing international network pressure, 
market dynamism, market heterogeneity, and environmental hostility. 
This scale is also used as a composite measure, similar to prior studies 
that used composite measures for environmental uncertainty 
(Dimitratos et al., 2004).

Fig. 1. Conceptual Framework of Emerging Market Exporting Firms in Advanced Markets.
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3.4.5. Latent Factor
To test for common method bias, we included a theoretically unre

lated four-item scale measuring respondents’ level of satisfaction with 
their last visited restaurant (restaurant performance). This scale was 
adapted from Zhou et al. (2019).

3.4.6. Control Variables
To account for and control potential confounding effects, we 

included industry, firm age, size, and export market as control variables.

4. Results

4.1. Factor analysis, correlations, and discriminant validity

First, we assessed the factor loadings and reliabilities of the scales 
(see Table 2). The scale items loaded onto their respective factors, with 
the lowest loading value being 0.598. We also computed Cronbach’s 
alpha values for the scales, with the lowest value being 0.834, indicating 
that all scales demonstrated adequate reliability.

Next, we assessed discriminant validity, means, and the squared 
correlations between the factors (see Table 3). We found the lowest 
average variance extracted to be greater than the highest square of the 
correlations between any two factors (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). We 
evaluated discriminant validity using the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) 
ratios (Henseler et al., 2015; Voorhees et al., 2016). All HTMT ratios 
were below the 0.850 threshold, confirming adequate discriminant 
validity (Henseler et al., 2015).

4.2. Common method bias assessment

To assess the presence of common method bias, we followed the 
approach suggested by Lindell and Whitney (2001) and examined the 
correlations between the marker variable (restaurant performance, mean 
= 5.02; S.D =1.28) and the other variables in the study. We found that 
the marker variable was not strongly correlated with the main variables, 
with the lowest p-value being 0.095. This satisfied the criterion for using 
the marker variable as a proxy to test for common method bias.

Next, we took the absolute value of the smallest correlation coeffi
cient (r = 0.005) as a proxy to adjust for any potential common method 
bias. After adjusting the correlations, all previously significant correla
tions remained significant. Collectively, these results provide no evi
dence of common method bias.

4.3. Moderated mediation model (Process Macro 59)

To test hypotheses H1-H5, we utilized Process Macro 59 with 5000 
bootstrap samples with a 95 % confidence interval (Hayes, 2017). This 
model is appropriate for examining moderation between the indepen
dent variables and mediator, mediator and outcome variables, and in
dependent and dependent variables. The absence of a 95 % confidence 
interval or the presence of zero within the lower and upper bounds 
suggests non-significance (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The precision of 
the confidence intervals confirms the model’s validity and predictive 
accuracy (Nayak et al., 2021).

The results (Table 4) indicate that international marketing agility 

positively and significantly influences the cost leadership strategy (β =
0.371; LLCI = 0.202; ULCI = 0.541), supporting H1. Additionally, in
ternational marketing agility interacts with environmental pressure to 
enhance cost leadership strategies (β = 0.188; LLCI = 0.038; ULCI =
0.339). The positive effect of international marketing agility was found 
to be stronger under moderate (β = 0.397; LLCI = 0.224; ULCI = 0.570) 
and high (β = 0.549; LLCI = 0.318; ULCI = 0.781) environmental 
pressure. These effects are visually depicted in the moderation plot in 
Fig. 2a. Further results (Table 4) show the significant effect of interna
tional marketing agility on business model innovation (BMI) (β = 0.248; 
LLCI = 0.086; ULCI = 0.409), supporting H2.

To confirm the mediation effect of cost leadership between interna
tional marketing agility and BMI, we ran Process Macro 4 (mediation- 
only model). The effect of international marketing agility on BMI 
remained positive and significant with cost leadership as a mediator, 
which was also positive and significant (β = 0.293; LLCI = 0.118; ULCI =
0.467). The total effect was significant (β = 0.367; LLCI = 0.196; ULCI =
0.538), the direct effect was significant (β = 0.264; LLCI = 0.089; ULCI 
= 0.440), and the indirect effect was significant (β = 0.103; LLCI =
0.024; ULCI = 0.205). Thus, H3 was supported.

International marketing agility (β = 0.137; LLCI = 0.001; ULCI =
0.273, p = 0.048) and cost leadership strategies (β = 0.325; LLCI =
0.171; ULCI = 0.479) were found to interact with environmental pres
sure in influencing BMI. The positive effect of international marketing 
agility was stronger under moderate (β = 0.266; LLCI = 0.100; ULCI =
0.432) and high (β = 0.377; LLCI = 0.154; ULCI = 0.601) environmental 
pressure, as depicted in the moderation plot in Fig. 2b. Therefore, H4 
was supported. Similarly, the positive effect of cost leadership strategy 
was stronger under moderate (β = 0.225; LLCI = 0.063; ULCI = 0.387) 
and high (β = 0.488; LLCI = 0.290; ULCI = 0.686) environmental 
pressure, with the corresponding plot in Fig. 2c supporting these find
ings. Furthermore, the indirect effect of international marketing agility 
on BMI via cost leadership strategy was stronger under moderate (β =
0.089; LLCI = 0.022; ULCI = 0.185) and high (β = 0.268; LLCI = 0.100; 
ULCI = 0.461) environmental pressure (Table 5), supporting H5.

5. Discussion and implications

The aim of this study was to explore how frontier emerging market 
firms (EMEFs) that targets advanced markets can leverage cost leader
ship strategies to navigate the environmental pressure during external 
crises. While previous IB studies have predominantly focused on dif
ferentiation strategies, this study fills an important gap by examining the 
role of cost leadership in driving business model innovation (BMI) for 
EMEFs targeting advanced economy markets. Specifically, we investi
gated how international marketing agility—conceived as a meta- 
dynamic capability—shapes both cost leadership strategies and BMI, 
particularly in the face of environmental pressures.

The business model of exporting firms originating from frontier 
emerging markets (EMEFs) that target the substantially different 
competitive landscape of advanced markets, require not only specific 
skills and capabilities but also well-developed and executed strategies 
that drive operational processes for value creation. Amid external crises 
(Tung, Knight, et al., 2023; Tung, Zander, et al., 2023), understanding 
how EMEFs can achieve a cost-leadership focus in their target advanced 

Table 1 
Firm and Respondent Profiles.

Respondent n Export Market n Firm age in years n Firm size 
(# of employees)

n Industry n

CEO 10 UK 66 < 5 5 < 50 15 Textile/Cotton/Clothing 70
Export Manager 114 USA 19 > 5–10 14 50–250 90 Food 36
​ Both 39 > 10–15 46 250–500 14 Technology product 7
​ ​ > 15 59 > 500 5 Other 11
Total 124 ​ 124 ​ 124 ​ 124 ​ 124
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economy markets is a critical issue for practitioners. This is particularly 
significant because cost-based strategies are essential for frontier 
EMEFs, who often face intense competition from low-cost rivals in these 

Table 2 
Factor Analysis.

Scales Loading

International Marketing agility (α ¼.934). In our advanced host 
market,

1. Market sensing
2. 1. We continuously sense and scan emerging market trends and events 

in our export markets
0.629

3. 2. We are quite alert to changing market conditions in our export 
markets

0.682

4. 3. Everyone in our company is sensitised to listen to latent problems 
and opportunities in export markets.

0.703

5. 4. We anticipate our export markets trends and events accurately 
before they are fully apparent.

0.726

5. We effectively listen to, understand, and rapidly respond to relevant 
export market conversations

0.659

1. Speed to the market
2. 6. We can meet changing market needs faster than our competitors 0.690
3. 7. We compress time from product concept to marketing to respond 

quickly to changing customer needs.
0.598

4. 8. We are fast at changing activities that do not lead to desired effects. 0.601
Flexibility
9. We are flexible when dealing with the changes in market requirements. 0.752
10. We make adjustments in dealing with the requirements to cope with 

changing circumstances.
0.764

1. 11. When some unexpected situation arises, we would rather work out 
with creation/adjustment rather than keeping the original offering.

0.639

Market Responsiveness
12. We quickly decide how to respond to competitor price changes. 0.684
13. We respond to customers’ products/service needs. 0.760
1. 14. We periodically review our product/service development efforts 

to ensure that they are in line with what customers want.
0.709

2. 15. If a major competitor takes an initiative for meeting market needs, 
we would implement an immediate response.

0.761

3. 16. Customers’ feedback are given consideration in all business units. 0.775
4. 17. When we came up with a great marketing plan, we are able to 

implement it in a timely manner.
0.744

Cost Leadership Strategy (α ¼.834). Our business strategy in advanced 
export market is to

1. Be the low-cost provider in export market 0.901
2. Provide export market with lower prices than competitors 0.887
3. Emphasise export market operating efficiency 0.810
1. Business model innovation (α ¼.940). In our advanced export 

market,
2. Value offering
3. 1. Target customers have changed 0.719
4. 2. The product and service offering has changed 0.828
5. 3. The firm’s positioning in the market has changed 0.818
6. Value architecture
7. 4. The firm’s core competences and resources have changed 0.854
8. 5. Internal value creation activities have changed 0.830
9. 6. Role and involvement of partners into the value creation process 

has changed
0.820

10. 7. Distribution has changed 0.812
11. Revenue mechanism
12. 8. Revenue mechanisms have changed 0.862
13. 9. Cost mechanisms have changed 0.858
14. Environmental Pressure (α ¼.950). In our advanced export 

market,
15. Network pressure
1. We are under pressure from our customers that requires us to change 

our business model
0.735

2. Many of our competitors has redesigned their business models for 
competitiveness

0.848

Market Dynamism
3. Products and services in our industry become obsolete very quickly 0.822
4. The product/services technologies in our export markets change very 

quickly
0.827

Market Heterogeneity
5. There is considerable diversity in: customer buying habits 0.872
6. There is considerable diversity in: nature of competition 0.838
7. There is considerable diversity in: product lines 0.848
Market Hostility
8. It is very risky; a false step can mean my firm’s undoing. 0.832
9. 9. There are very few ‘free’ opportunities, it is very stressful, 

demanding, hostile, hard to keep afloat.
0.855

Table 2 (continued )

Scales Loading

10. We deal with a dominating environment in which my firm’s 
initiatives count for

very little against tremendous competitive, political, or technological 
forces.

0.847

Marker variable (restaurant performance) (α ¼.880)
1. Friendliness of service personnel. 0.792
2. Availability of healthy meals. 0.864
3. Cleanliness of the place. 0.879
4. Presentation of meals. 0.894

Table 3 
Descriptive statistics of scales and HTMT ratios.

Factors Mean (S.D) IMA CL BMI EP

1. IMA 5.18 (0.92) – 0.336 
(0.111 **)

0.354 (0.127 **) 0.018 
(<0.01)

2. CL 4.76 (1.36) ​ ​ 0.375 
(0.138 **)

0.017 
(<0.01)

3. BMI 4.70 (1.34) ​ ​ ​ 0.211 
(0.045 *)

4. EP 4.91 (1.35) ​ ​ ​ ​

IMA= international marketing agility; CL = cost leadership; BMI = business 
innovation model; EP = environmental pressure.
Square of correlations are reported in brackets with * and * * representing sig
nificance of correlations (r) at.05 and.01 levels, respectively.
HTMT ratios are in bold.

Table 4 
Moderated-Mediation (Process Model 59).

Cost Leadership

Variables β p-value LLCI ULCI

IMA 0.371 < 0.01 0.202 0.541
EP − 0.024 0.784 − 0.194 0.147
IMA X EP 0.188 0.015 0.038 0.339
Controls ​ ​ ​ ​
Export Market 0.002 0.987 − 0.187 0.190
Age 0.105 0.337 − 0.111 0.321
Firm size − 0.144 0.316 − 0.428 0.140
Industry − 0.046 0.051 − 0.092 0.0001
EP β p-value LLCI ULCI
Low 0.175 0.117 − 0.045 0.395
Moderate 0.397 < 0.01 0.224 0.570
High 0.549 < 0.01 0.318 0.781
Business Innovation Model
​ β p-value LLCI ULCI
IMA 0.248 0.003 0.086 0.409
CL 0.181 0.031 0.016 0.346
EP 0.117 0.133 − 0.036 0.267
IMA X EP 0.137 0.048 0.001 0.273
CL X EP 0.325 < 0.01 0.171 0.479
Controls ​ ​ ​ ​
Export Market − 0.122 0.147 − 0.288 0.043
Age − 0.0003 0.998 − 0.192 0.191
Firm size 0.064 0.614 − 0.186 0.314
Industry 0.017 0.421 − 0.025 0.058
IMA X EP β p-value LLCI ULCI
Low 0.105 0.292 − 0.091 0.300
Moderate 0.266 < 0.01 0.100 0.432
High 0.377 < 0.01 0.154 0.601
CL X EP β p-value LLCI ULCI
Low − 0.158 0.216 − 0.410 0.093
Moderate 0.225 < 0.01 0.063 0.387
High 0.488 < 0.01 0.290 0.686

IMA= international marketing agility; CL = cost leadership; EP 
= environmental pressure.
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markets. However, much of the existing IB research has primarily 
focused on differentiation strategies (Knight et al., 2020), overlooking 
the contextually relevant importance of cost leadership strategies for 
frontier EMEF. By examining the role of cost leadership in the IB setting, 
this study highlights the strategic value of cost leadership for frontier 
EMEFs’ business models, particularly when competing in advanced 
economy markets.

Our findings contribute to the exporting literature by elucidating the 
relationships between international marketing agility, cost leadership 
strategy, and BMI. Specifically, this study finds that the international 
marketing agility of EMEFs targeting advanced economy markets has 
both direct and indirect relationships with BMI, with cost leadership 
strategy acting as a mediator in this relationship. Additionally, both the 
direct and mediated effects of international marketing agility on BMI are 
positively moderated by environmental pressure. While international 
marketing agility is recognized as a critical dynamic capability for 
frontier EMEFs in advanced economy markets (Khan, 2020), its role in 
driving cost leadership strategies and BMI, especially under environ
mental pressure during crisis, has not been adequately explored. Thus, 
our work extends the emerging literature on BMI in exporting firms 
(Najafi-Tavani et al., 2023), offering new insights into how frontier 
EMEFs can adapt and innovate their business models to remain 
competitive.

As mentioned earlier, the findings suggest a significant interaction 
between international marketing agility and environmental pressure in 
influencing both cost-leadership strategies and BMI. These findings can 
be supported by secondary data, which indicate that during external 
crises, exporting firms introduce new products and shift to digital 
business models. For example, during the crisis, many Pakistani textile- 
exporting firms pivoted from traditional products to essential items, 

such as masks and personal protective equipment (PPE), for their 
exporting partners. These firms also transitioned to digital business 
model, leveraging their existing capabilities to quickly meet new market 
demands. Such adaptability showcases innovation in terms of marketing 
strategies, infrastructure, and agility, which are crucial forms of inno
vation for frontier EMEFs in navigating through external pressures 
(DailyTimes, 2021).

This illustrative example can be further supported by existing 
studies, which highlight that Pakistani firms catering to local markets 
have an innovation rate of 41 %, compared to those exporting to foreign 
markets, which exhibit innovation rates ranging from 80 % to 100 %, 
encompassing both technological and non-technological innovations 
(Wadho & Chaudhry, 2016). Hence, there is a strong link between 
frontier EMEFs’ and innovation (Business Recorder, 2024; Wadho & 
Chaudhry, 2018). Below, we discuss the theoretical and practical im
plications of the study.

5.1. Theoretical implications

The findings of the present study present important theoretical 
contributions and implications in the following ways:

First, our study contributes to the literature by emphasizing the 
crucial role of firm-level meta-dynamic capabilities—specifically inter
national marketing agility (comprises of sensing, flexibility, speed and 
responsiveness)—in shaping cost leadership strategies and enabling BMI 
for frontier EMEFs targeting advanced economy markets. The findings 
imply that international marketing agility not only enhances frontier 
market firms’ ability to develop cost leadership strategies but also fa
cilitates necessary business model adjustments, making them competi
tive in advanced markets. The role of marketing agility in conjunction 
with cost leadership strategies and BMI has been underexplored, despite 
its plausbile relevance for EMEFs that dominantly compete on a cost 
advantage basis. By extending the literature on exporting firms’ BMI (cf. 
Najafi-Tavani et al., 2023), this study uniquely integrates international 
marketing agility with cost leadership strategies, emphasising how dy
namic capabilities can lead to effective strategies (cost leadership, in our 
case) that influence BMI.

Second, our study provides new insights into how dynamic capa
bilities—like international marketing agility—support frontier EMEFs in 
adapting their business models through cost leadership strategies under 
high environmental pressure. These findings contribute to the dynamic 
capability perspective (Teece et al., 2016; Teece et al., 1997) by 
asserting that meta-dynamic capabilities are effective in turbulent and 
pressurised environments, particularly for frontier EMEFs, which are 
largely comprised of small- and medium-sized firms, with fewer larger 

Fig. 2. Moderation Plot.

Table 5 
Moderated-mediation effects.

Business Innovation Model (BMI)

Variables β LLCI ULCI
Conditional direct effects of IMA ​ ​ ​
Low EP 0.105 − 0.091 0.300
Moderate EP 0.266 0.100 0.432
High EP 

Conditional indirect effects (IMA→ CL → BMI)
0.377 0.154 0.601

Low EP − 0.028 − 0.104 0.044
Moderate EP 0.089 0.022 0.185
High EP 0.268 0.100 0.461

IMA= international marketing agility; CL = cost leadership; EP 
= environmental pressure.
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firms, navigating hostile and competitive pressures while targeting 
advanced economy markets. By leveraging sensing, responsiveness, 
speed, and flexibility, EMEFs can create competitive advantages in cost 
leadership, enabling them to refine their business models and achieve 
success in advanced economy markets. By showing that international 
marketing agility becomes more important for BMI under high envi
ronmental pressure, the study enriches the dynamic capabilities 
perspective by validating the importance of external factors in under
standing BMI.

Third, while BMI has been shown to offer cost advantages when firms 
develop strong relationships with customers and buyers (Najafi-Tavani 
et al., 2023), our study further underscores that BMI is a process 
requiring a combination of capabilities, not just a singular focus. In 
particular, findings highlight the efficacy of cost leadership strategies in 
enhancing the effects of agility on BMI of EMEFs targeting advanced 
economy markets. The ability to adapt through both strategic and 
operational capabilities is crucial for long-term success in highly 
competitive advanced markets. Furthermore, given that international 
marketing agility influences BMI both directly and indirectly, it can be 
inferred that dynamic capabilities drive the critical strategies (such as 
cost leadership) and effective business models of frontier EMEFs. Hence, 
international marketing agility and cost leadership are mutually rein
forcing, and their combination is essential for frontier EMEFs to remain 
relevant and competitive under environmental pressures.

Fourth, our research presents context-specific findings for frontier 
EMEFs targeting advanced economy markets that are predominantly 
composed of small and medium-sized firms, and a fewer larger firms. 
This research emphasises the importance of cost leadership strategies in 
BMI. These findings extend research on international business from 
emerging markets (Kotabe & Kothari, 2016; Ramamurti, 2012) by 
demonstrating how firms from resource-constrained environments can 
successfully navigate advanced economy markets through cost leader
ship. As these firms face increasing competition in advanced economy 
markets, leveraging cost leadership as part of a broader business model 
innovation strategy becomes key to sustaining a competitive advantage.

Finally, this study makes an important contribution to the interna
tionalization literature by addressing a gap at the interface of marketing 
and exporting (Samiee et al., 2021). Overall, the findings show how 
international marketing agility can be leveraged for cost leadership 
strategies, which, in turn, facilitate frontier EMEFs in innovating their 
business models under environmental pressure.

5.2. Practical implications

Our study offers three important practical implications, which are 
particularly relevant to frontier emerging market firms from Pakistan 
that targets the advanced economy markets specifically.

First, frontier emerging market firms are often viewed as flexible and 
adaptable. Being predominantly small and medium enterprises, they 
tend to implement changes faster than their competitors. When these 
firms export to advanced markets with substantially different competi
tive landscapes, these firms must develop and invest in dynamic capa
bilities, including market sensing, flexibility, speed, and responsiveness. 
These capabilities are critical for adjusting strategies effectively, espe
cially during periods of disruption.

Second, as frontier EMEFs face intense competition from low-cost 
providers in advanced economy markets, the effective application of 
cost-based strategies becomes essential for their business models. Man
agers of frontier EMEFs need to pay closer attention to environmental 
pressures and adjust their marketing agility and cost leadership strate
gies accordingly.

Third, when confronted with environmental pressure, frontier 
EMEFs should focus their marketing agility efforts on maintaining cost 
leadership in their business models. Our findings suggest that interna
tional marketing agility enables managers to stay attuned to market 
shifts, identify emerging opportunities, and maintain cost leadership. 

Managers of frontier EMEFs should utilize market intelligence to track 
competition and accordingly adjust their corporate strategies. As such, 
managers of frontier EMEFs should participate in international trade 
shows and networking events, which can enhance marketing agility and 
competitive intelligence, helping frontier EMEFs refine their business 
models and stay competitive in advanced economy markets.

Finally, given that this study focuses on external crises, managers of 
frontier EMEFs should prioritize the development of international 
marketing agility, cost leadership strategies, and BMI in such complex 
and pressurized situations—all of which are particularly relevant for 
frontier EMEFs targeting advanced economy markets. Moreover, as the 
societal relevance of international business continues to grow (Tung, 
2023), the societal impact can be framed in terms of innovation and 
economic outcomes (Tung, Knight, et al., 2023). We hope that the 
findings of this study contribute to a better understanding of how 
frontier EMEFs (from Pakistan and similar frontier economies) can 
create more effective business models.

5.3. Implications for policy, exporting and trade bodies

Our study offers three implications for the policy makers, exporting 
and trade bodies.

First, policymakers, along with exporting and trade bodies, can 
facilitate frontier EMEFs’ knowledge acquisition and networking op
portunities, as global networks play a vital role in supporting innovation 
and growth within emerging market firms (Khan et al., 2018). They can 
do so by encouraging these firms to participate in international trade 
events and conferences. Such platforms can serve as a basis for market 
knowledge for export development. Trade and Exporting bodies can 
design educational and knowledge exchange programs for the frontier 
EMEFs exporting firms that can facilitate their adoption of relevant 
technologies and infrastructures for enhancing their cost and opera
tional efficiency. This will assist firms in developing flexible, 
cost-effective strategies and improve their ability to compete in inter
national markets.

Second, they should encourage cost leadership strategies and agility 
in frontier EMEFs, particularly those looking to expand into advanced 
markets. This could involve subsidised training programs regarding 
adoption of automation technologies and infrastructure for cost effi
ciencies and supporting research and development in cost-reduction 
innovations. This can foster the environment for the frontier EMEFs 
for developing cost-effective solutions and competitiveness in the 
advanced economy markets.

Third, under the heightened environmental pressures faced by the 
frontier EMEFs, particularly during crises, they should consider 
providing targeted interventions, such as trade facilitation measures and 
information pertinent to the advanced economy markets. These initia
tives can help the frontier EMEFs in effectively maintaining their pres
ence in advanced economy markets while mitigating the negative effects 
of external disruptions.

5.4. Limitations and future research directions

This study has several limitations, which provide important oppor
tunities for future research on this important topic.

First, future studies could explore the underlying sources and drivers 
of international marketing agility. Given rising geopolitical tensions, 
such as the China-U.S. rivalry, future research could examine the 
managerial challenges and capabilities of exporting firms operating in 
such conflicting environments (Tung, Zander, et al., 2023).

Second, non-market strategies may play an important role in helping 
firms navigate complex environments, manage risks, and pursue op
portunities beyond the immediate business environment (Doh et al., 
2012; Tung, Zander, et al., 2023). In this context, future studies could 
explore how exporting firms from both frontier and advanced emerging 
markets employ non-market strategies—such as lobbying, 
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coalition-building, or collaboration with NGOs, to influence or capi
talize on export-related policies and developments, particularly in 
advanced economy markets. Scholars should consider the broader po
litical context, including home and host country conditions, suprana
tional institutions, and global challenges, to understand how exporting 
firms adapt in international markets (Gammeltoft & Panibratov, 2024). 
Future studies could also explore the impact of disruptive events, such as 
trade wars and climate change, on the market and nonmarket strategies 
of exporting firms.

Third, this study focuses on frontier emerging markets, specifically 
Pakistan, which. are characterized by uncertain environments, limited 
infrastructure, and dynamic institutional conditions (Kotabe & Kothari, 
2016; Ramamurti, 2012). It would be interesting to explore how the 
findings apply to firms from more advanced emerging markets, such as 
South Korea, and compare the dynamic capabilities and BMI approaches 
of exporting firms from frontier versus advanced emerging markets.

Furthermore, future research could benefit from a more in-depth, 
mixed-methods approach, incorporating case studies or interviews to 
examine how firms transition their business models under pressure. A 
longitudinal approach would further enhance our understanding of how 
these innovations evolve over time, offering richer insights into the 
sustainability of business model changes under environmental 
pressures.

Lastly, future studies could also incorporate additional control var
iables, such as the total number of export markets a firm operates in, as 
well as the specific characteristics of those markets (e.g., developing 
markets or different market segments). Additionally, future studies 
could examine the relationships proposed in this study by comparing 
small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with large firms, as well as 
comparing findings for business-to-business (B2B) versus business-to- 
consumer (B2C) firms.
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