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Abstract:

The Turkish textile and clothing (TTC) industries, which are mainly made of small and medium enterprises (SMEs),
are the main source of export for the Turkish economy since the end of 1980s. The introduction of digital technologies
has changed the competition for the TTC industries and this change has been accelerated after the covid-19
pandemic. Digitalization of SMEs is accepted as a social and technical process in which organizational learning is
the main actor and therefore, the aim of this research is to explore the relation between organizational learning,
digitalization, and internationalization for TTC industries. A parallel-results convergent mixed method approach in
which qualitative and quantitave analysis are performed seperately and integrated later is applied in this research.
The data of the research were collected by semi-structured interviews and survey questionnaires, which are ana-
lyzed in MAXQDA and analysis of moment structures.
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1. Introduction

The importance of textile and clothing industries for the national
economies are accepted generally [1] and the Turkish textile
and clothing (TTC) industries are the most critical industries for
the Turkish economy in terms of their attribution to employ-
ment, foreign trade, and gross national product which are
mainly made of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) [2].
The digital developments which took place during the last 30
years had changed the international business dynamics dras-
tically and TTC industries have been affected seriously from
those changes as they are export-oriented industries. By the
effect of digitalization, the value chains became globally digita-
lized and to be suppliers for global value chains, SMEs are
forced to adopt digital developments by participating in digital
business networks and aiming to reach customers from all over
the world with their personalized offers [3]. The major export
markets of the TCC industries are the European Union (EU-27)
countries and the EU-27 countries that imported 9.5% of textile
and 12.8% of clothing in 2020 from Turkey [2]. The Turkish
government is supporting the digital transformation of the
TTC industries and offering incentives and training. Although
digitalization enabled SMEs which have limited resources to
compete with multinationals, according to Sommer [4], the smaller
the SMEs, the risk of being unsuccessful is higher in the digitaliza-
tion as they have limited resources compared to multinational
companies and therefore SMEs try to be sure-footed about
adopting the digital technologies. OECD [5] declares that out-
standing adoption of digitalization by SMEs depends upon the
“complementary knowledge-based assets, such as organizational
and human capital.” Knowledge which is accumulated by

organizational learning is the most important driver that motivates
SME digitalization and this knowledge is mainly generated from
the owners of the SMEs. The accumulated knowledge of SME
owners together with their communication and judgment skills
affects the key decisions of SMEs [6]. Although TCC industries
are vital to the Turkish economy, there is no research that
addresses the effect of digitalization on internationalization with
an organizational learning focus in those industries. This
research tries to develop our understanding of the complex rela-
tionship between organizational learning, digitalization, and inter-
nationalization for TCC SMEs. Thus, this research strives to
contribute to the TCC SMEs’ internationalization process by ana-
lyzing the contribution of organizational learning and digitaliza-
tion to this process. There is also a methodological gap in the
literature related to TCC SMEs related to cross validation of the
findings by applying mixed research methods. By using mixed
methods in this research, we try to fulfill the gap in the literature.
The convergent parallel design of the mixed research method is
used in which the qualitative and quantitative analyses are per-
formed separately and they are integrated at Section 4. First the
relevant literature was reviewed, the theoretical framework was
outlined, and a research framework was developed, then quali-
tative and quantitative data were collected, analyzed separately,
and integrated at Section 4 of the study.

2. Literature review

Textile and clothing industries are one of the ancient and inter-
nationalized industries in the world and they are mainly the “first”
industries for countries, which follow export-oriented growth
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plans and which are mainly labor intensive. Furthermore, textile
and clothing industries offer great opportunities for unskilled
labor in those countries [7]. The development of the TTC indus-
tries followed the same path as the rest of the developing
countries. After the radical macroeconomic changes in the
Turkish economy during the early 1980s, the export of the
TTC industries increased tremendously. The TTC industries
are negatively affected from the elimination of quotas in 2005
and entry of China to the World Trade Organization in 2001
[8]. Despite the increasing competition in the world, TTC
industries are still trying to retain their position in international
trade. As digitalization has affected the way of doing interna-
tional business, the Turkish government is trying to promote
the digital transformation of textile and clothing industries.
Digitalization of SMEs is accepted as a socio-technical pro-
cess and organizational learning as a main source of knowl-
edge has an outstanding importance in this process. Although
the recent academic research on digitalization increased,
most of them take their roots from multinational companies.
SME digitalization has begun to attract researchers recently. Li
et al. [9] stated that SME digitalization is an under-researched
subject that is still in the dark. However, it is clear that the ubi-
quitous effects of digital transformation have changed the direc-
tion of international business research radically. Surprisingly
researchers studied the digital technologies theoretically and
tried to empirically test their aspects in the international business
area. In addition, there are studies analyzing the effect of digita-
lization on organizational learning but there are no research stu-
dies available analyzing the effect of organizational learning and
knowledge [10].

2.1. TTC industries

TTC industries are the second biggest exporter industries with
27.33 billion USD in 2020 after the automotive industry in
Turkey [2]. Furthermore, those industries together are the lar-
gest source of industrial employment. Therefore, TTC indus-
tries are defined as “Turkey’s oil” in the way of the Turkish
economy’s industrialization [11]. Anatolia has been an impor-
tant center for textile production for more than 3,000 years. The
textile and clothing industries were mainly shut down during
the last period of Ottoman Empire and those industries were
the main actors of an intensive industrial investment program
of the Turkish Republic during the 1960s. By the late 1970s,
the growth of the Turkish clothing industry had accelerated as it
began to receive foreign direct investment from Germany and
other European countries. After the liberation of the Foreign
Investment Law in late 1980s, TCC industries enjoyed growth
until 1999. After 30 years, TTC industries export figures declined
in 1999 and this decline occurred because of East European
countries’ customs agreement with the EU, slowing of the world
economy, fluctuations in exchange rates, and earthquake in
Gölcük. In the 2000s, TCC industries had experienced difficult
times because of China’s entrance to the world trade organiza-
tion and reduction in tariffs and quotas in world trade. Further-
more, the 2018 financial crisis and Covid-19 pandemic affected
the TCC industries negatively [8]. Although TCC industries experi-
enced decline during the Covid-19 pandemic like the rest of the
world textile and clothing industry, the pandemic accelerated the

digitalization of the industries. This acceleration occurred mainly
because of difficulties with getting in touch with customers as they
were used to communicating with their customers through trade
fairs or customer visits. TCCSMEs are aware of the importance of
digitalization in internationalization but unfortunately they do not
have enough knowledge which should be accumulated by orga-
nizational learning in their companies [12].

2.2. Organizational learning

Organizational learning has become an important research field
in business sciences since the 1990s. There is a consensus
amongst researchers that organizational learning should be
defined as a change in cognition or behavior [13]. Organizational
learning manifests in a variety of ways, including information,
cognitions, routines, and changes in behavior [14]. The literature
related to organizational learning mainly focuses on how the
learning process is established in organizations. Chiva et al.
[15] defined two organizational perspectives which are the indi-
vidual and the social perspectives. In the individual perspective,
it is assumed that learning is developed at an individual level
and organizations learn through individuals. Social perspective
accepts learning as a social process and according to this
perspective, organizations learn by communicating with other
organizations. With the help of organizational learning, individual
knowledge is transformed into organizational knowledge. Most
of the researchers agree that organizational learning can be
defined as a change in organizational knowledge as a result of
organization’s experiences as organizations create new informa-
tion when they learn from their experiences [14]. The relation of
organizational learning and digitalization is studied by Arias-
Pérez et al. [16] and their research found that strategic orientation,
which is developed by knowledge and organizational learning, has
a positive effect on innovation capability. Another research per-
formed by Brand et al. [17] showed that employees, customers,
and technology are important for the front end of innovation. As
textile and clothing industries are a source for unskilled labor, the
education levels of those industries are very low and organizational
learning requires qualified human resources and educational skills.
Because of the intense competition in the international markets, the
pricing is putting pressure on investing in the human resources and
training. TCC industries are also experiencing problems related to
organizational learning and upgrading the industries to products
with higher unit prices seems the only solution to overcome this
problem permanently [18].

2.3. Digitalization

Digitalization is one of the most important concepts that shape
the appraisal of the business and society. Some academicians
compare the impacts of digitalization with the industrial revolu-
tion [19]. Legner et al. [20] explains the adoption of digitalization
by the business world in three stages. First stage focuses on
the positive advantages of digital and information technology
from the aspect of automation. The second stage is about the
benefits of the World Wide Web (www) and this stage radically
changed the way that the business is taking place all around the
world. Currently, the world is at the third stage in which devel-
opment of the Internet of Things, big data, robotic and additive
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manufacturing systems, and the enormous storing and proces-
sing computers take place [20]. Digitalization should not be
seen solely as a technological development but it should be
viewed as a platform to run a business by enabling to gather
knowledge about the factors that are needed to gain a compe-
titive advantage. In order words, digitalization has also a social
dimension with emphasis on customers and operations with the
main emphasis on new technological innovations. The rapid
development of digital technologies and the adaptation of
them by many SMEs in their business models have forced
SMEs to be more competitive in digitalization. SMEs are paying
more attention to the implementation of cross-border digital tech-
nologies aimed at transforming the way organizations create
value [9]. Managerial support, organizational readiness and cul-
ture are organizational antecedents which influence the SME
decision and success in digital innovation [21]. The impact of
digitalization has already begun to be seen in the textile and
clothing industry mainly expanding share of e-commerce, digital
marketing, speed of the supply chain management, and compul-
sory demand for more sustainable production. Although the digi-
talization of the textile and clothing industries supply chain is one
of the most important industries, it is still at the inception stage
[22]. However, most of those developments are taking place in
the multinational companies in the developed countries. The
SMEs operating TCC industries have a long way to go for a
digitalized supply chain. With their limited financial and human
resource capabilities, TCC industries are mainly focusing on the
basic tools of digitalization [18].

2.4. Internationalization

Internationalization is defined as the spread of a company’s manu-
facturing, sales, R&D, and other business activities beyond the
national borders of the country. Companies use export, import, licen-
sing, direct investment, franchise, strategic partnership, merger,
and acquisition in international activities. Internationalization
gained popularity after the 1990s with the collapse of the former
Soviet Union and countries that were socially and centrally
planned began adopting the economic system of the Western
countries. In this period, globalized production structure forced

the value chains to be globalized [8]. Again, in this period, com-
petition amongst countries to attract foreign direct investment
becamemore intense and growth of the multinational companies
continued. The internationalization of the TTC industries can be
explained by the Uppsala Internationalization Theory. The inter-
nationalization of the TCC industries is best explained by the
Uppsala Internationalization Theory as the first export markets
of TTC industries were mainly Germany and other Western Eur-
opean countries [23].

In order to analyze the relationship of organizational learning,
digitalization, and internationalization of the TTC industries, a
research model is developed and presented in Figure 1.

3. Methodology

Although there is an increase in the number of qualitative
research in SME internationalization in recent years, most of
the studies conducted related to SME internationalization use a
quantitative methodology [24]. Mixed method approach is pre-
ferred in this research to have a deep understanding of the
subject. Convergent parallel design is used as a mixed method
approach and the qualitative and quantitative analyses are per-
formed separately and they are integrated in Section 4. The
research design of the study is presented in Figure 2.

The qualitative and quantitative analyses are two independent
phases of the research as the methodology of the research is
convergent parallel design mixed method. The quantitative part
of research focuses on the effects of organizational learning on
digitalization and the effects of digitalization on internationalization.
347 usable questionnaires are collected by semi-structured inter-
viewswhichwere conducted fromC-level managers and owners of
the SMEs operating from textile and clothing industries. Transcripts
of interviews were analyzed in MAXQDA by thematic analysis.

3.1. Quantitative analysis

Digitalization is a process of learning that integrates tech-
nology, business, and learning strategies in an entrepreneurial

Organizational Learning

*Commitment to

Learning,Shared Vision, 

*Open Mindedness

Obtaining Market 

Knowledge

*Dissemination of Market 

Info, Common Interpretation 

& Org. Memory

Digitalization

*Use of 

Technology

*Technological 

Learning

*Technological

Innovation

Internationalization

*Knowledge & Experience 

of Company Employees

*Export Experience

*Export Market Info

*Export Loyalty

*Marketing Planning 
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Figure 1. Model of the research.
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structured organization [25]. However, when the literature is
examined, there are a few numbers of research analyzing the
effects of organizational learning on digitalization. Previous stu-
dies mentioned that the size of the company, knowledge and
abilities of the human resources, targets, culture, and structure
of the organization are the main factors that have an effect on
the digitalization. Organizational learning is critical for the
development of innovation and improved process efficiency. It
is observed that a flexible culture is more innovative and the
digital adoption is more likely to occur and be successful. In this
point, Imron et al. [26] conducted a quantitative study on 200
employees working in digital industries and they found that
organizational culture has a positive effect on employee inno-
vation capability through tacit knowledge sharing.

Organizational culture in SMEs are mainly directed by the
owners’ perceptions, values, and characters and generally
the owners are the top managers and they are the decision
makers of all or at least key decisions. In addition, the dedica-
tion of the owners to the digitalization also affects the adoption
process like their decisions. In their research, Alraja et al. [27]
collected data from 61 SMEs leaders in Oman to investigate
the SME leaders’ attitudes about the factors affecting the digi-
talization of SMEs. The results of their research showed that
SME leaders’ technological, organizational, and environmental
abilities positively affect SME digitization process. Similarly,
Fachrunnisa et al. [28] revealed the role of agile leadership in
SMEs in their strategic flexibility including digitalization. Knowl-
edge and commitment to success are the two important factors
for strong digital transformation and SME capability to con-
sume, transform, and develop new knowledge that affects the
success of the digital adoption process [27]. The digital adop-
tion and transformation process requires synergy and accep-
tance amongst employees and efficient knowledge dispensed
amongst the company. Another empirical study was conducted
by Bouwman et al. [29] on 338 SMEs operating in Europe which
have digital business models with emphasis on social media
and big data and the results showed that strategic and especially
internal innovation-based motives are behind these models. In
their research, Annosi et al. [30] concluded that the decision-
maker of SME organizational learning capabilities which develop
evidence oriented knowledge are very important for the adoption

of digital technology. Later, Matarazzo et al. [31] proved in their six
cases of qualitative study for the Italian market that organizational
capabilities and especially the role of family have a positive rela-
tion for achieving a successful digital transformation. By getting
inspired by the previous studies and literature, we expected that
acquisition and application of knowledge which is generated by
organizational learning is positively related to digitalization. There-
fore, the first hypothesis of the study is as follows:

H1: Organizational learning has a positive effect for digita-
lization of TTC SMEs

During the 2000s, international business researchers noticed
that digitalization is a critical factor in the development of inter-
nationalization. Digitalization is described as a new “game
changer” in the internationalization of SMEs worldwide and it
offers new opportunities in international markets while at the
same time increasing competition in domestic markets [32]. By
analyzing 68 international business and management articles
by mixed method, Bergamaschi et al. [19] explored the relation
between digitalization and internationalization in the time interval
1996 and 2019. According to Bergamaschi et al. [19], between
the years 2005 and 2019, the mainstream of the researchers
analyzed first, the effect of digitalization on the balance of per-
ceived risks and returns in internationalization and second, the
circumstances of digitalization that changes the competitive
advantage of internationalization. Another research was con-
ducted by Pereira et al. [33] with questionnaires from 310 Portu-
guese international companies and the result of their research
was that top managers should have better knowledge about the
digital technologies and use them in order to be successful
in internationalization. Furthermore, Reis et al. [34] state that
intense competition in the market due to globalization forces
companies to transform digitally before its competitors. Most of
the empirical studies related to digitalization and internationaliza-
tion are based on multinational companies and there are few
studies focusing on SMEs which state that SMEs focusing on
digitalization have growing export numbers compared to SMEs
which do not have digital orientation. In the past decade, extant
literature noticed that digitalization is gaining importance and
becoming a must to have a strong market position and become
successful in the international markets [35]. Vendrell-Herrero et
al.’s [36] empirical study exploited a survey with 5,200 data
points from 14 geographically dispersed countries’ consumers
and tried to analyze how digital transformation supports cultural
companies during internationalization and positive relation was
found between digitalization and internationalization. Being
inspired by the previous studies we hypothesized that digita-
lization can affect internalization of SMEs. Therefore, our
second hypothesis is developed as follows:

H2: Digitalization has a positive effect on internationaliza-
tion of TTC SMEs

An online questionnaire was sent to 300 textile and clothing
SMEs in Istanbul and only 20 usable ones were received.
Therefore, 280 companies were conducted for face-to-face
questionnaires and from 182 textile and clothing SMEs, 327
face-to-face usable questionnaires were received and we had

Figure 2. Research design.
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total of 347 questionnaires through the sampling method of
random sampling [37]. Survey items were responded to on
five-point Likert scales, with answers ranging from strongly dis-
agree (1) to strongly agree (5).

The research datawere analyzed by analysis ofmoment structures
(AMOS) of statistical package for social sciences. The structural
equation model was applied to analyze the obtained data. The
sample consists of 64% men and 37% women. The age profile
of the sample is between 31 and 40 years, 32.6% and 41–50
years, 40.1%. Nearly 50% of our sample are from textile, 40%
are from the clothing industry, and the rest are from other sub-
sectors such as leather, carpet, and textile accessories, which is
nearly a simulation of the real dispersion of the industries. Themain
export market of TTC industries is the European Union (EU-27)
countries and 70% of our sample export to the EU-27 countries.
Additionally, 56.8% of our sample make direct export while 34%
make indirect export. Technology Readiness Scale, Technology
Attitude Scale, Internationalization Scale, and Organization
Memory Scale are used as construct measures in the research.

Technology Readiness Scale was adopted by Ozer et al. [38] in
Turkish. This scale is used for measuring the technological
innovation of SMEs. Factor analysis was used to distinguish
the factors of the adapted scale and goodness of fit, compara-
tive fit index (CFI), incremental fit index (IFI) values were found
to be above 0.90 which is acceptable.

Technology Attitude Scale of Yavuz [39], which evaluates atti-
tudes toward the use of technological tools and teaching of
technology, has the reliability coefficient of 0.87 and in our
research, “effects of technology” and “teaching the use of tech-
nological tools” dimensions were used.

Internationalization scales are taken from Kaplan’s [40] thesis
“Factors influencing Export Performance and a study on the
relationship between marketing planning ability and export perfor-
mance.” The scales of “Knowledge and Experience Employees
(3 questions),” “Company’s Export Experience (3 questions),”
“Company’s Export Market Information (4 questions),” “Marketing
Planning Capability (5 questions),” “Export Performance” (5
questions) scales were developed from Morgan et al. [41].
The scale of “Company’s Export Loyalty” (5 questions) was
developed by Lages and Montgomery (2005). The Cronbach
Alpha (α) coefficients of knowledge and experience of com-
pany employees, export experience, export market informa-
tion, export loyalty, marketing planning capability, and export
performance are 0.891, 0.869, 0.858, 0.855, 0.942, and
0.917, which reveal that the scales are reliable.

The scale of “Organization Memory” is taken from Türkay and
Yağcı’s [42] doctoral thesis titled “Market-based organizational
learning: Variables that determine market-based organizational
learning in hospitality enterprises and their effects on marketing
performance.” The scale was adopted from Lopez et al. [43].
The Cronbach alpha coefficient of the entire survey was found
to be 86.6% which makes the structure reliable.

In order to conduct analyses in AMOS, the dataset must provide
normal multivariate distribution. Mahalanobis criteria based on

inter-observational relationships are proposed for the detection
of outliers in multivariate and high-volume datasets with near-
zero or negative value observations. In this context, multivariate
end values are examined with Mahalanobis distance values. The
normal distribution of the data used depends on the fact that the
distortion and pressure values are between −3 and 3 [44]. All the
values of distortion and pressure are between ±3. Confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) was performed to test the validity of the
constructs using AMOS by maximum likelihood method. The
results of the CFA are highly acceptable. Variables that reduce
the fit index of the model were determined and a new covariance
was created for the residual values. The model fit has measure-
ments of degree of freedom ¼ 2.257, root mean square error of
approximation¼ 0.060, IFI ¼ 0.0882, Tucker-Lewis coefficient ¼
0.0876, andCFI ¼ 0.882. Pearson correlation was applied to test
the relationship between the constructs. If the Cronbach alpha
values are greater than 0.70, it indicates that the constructs are
reliable. All the values of the constructs are above 0.70, which
shows that they are all reliable.

The structural equation model is applied to test the hypothesis
and the results of the structural model are given in Table 1.
Commitment to learning, shared vision, and open mindedness
has a statistically significant and positive effect on the use of
technology (β = 1 < 064, p < 0.05), technological learning (β =
1 < 069, p < 0.05), and technological innovation (β = 0.908, p <
0.05). Obtaining market knowledge has a statistically significant
and positive effect on technology usage (β = 0.185, p < 0.05),
technological learning (β = 0.207, p < 0.05), and technological
innovation (β = 0.184, p < 00.05). The use of technology
appears to have a statistically significant and negative effect
on export experience (β = −0.272, p < 0.05) and export market
knowledge (β = −0.241, p < 0.05), and positive effects on export
performance (β = 0.211, p < 0.05). Knowledge and experience
of technological education of company employees (β = 0.831,
p < 0.05), export experience (β = 1.032, p < 0.05), export
market information (β = 0.999, p < 0.05), export loyalty (β =
0.907, p < 0.05), marketing planning capability (β = 0.868,
p < 0.05), and export performance (β = 0.602, p < 00.05) are
seen to have a statistically significant and positive effect. Tech-
nological innovation appears to have a statistically significant
and positive effect on the knowledge and experience (β =
0.302, p < 0.05), export experience (β = 0.188, p < 0.05), and
export market knowledge (β = 0.216, p < 0.05).

3.2. Qualitative analysis

In the qualitative analysis, interviews were based on three themes:
organizational learning, digitalization, and internationalization.
Participants were asked 29 semi-structured questions and they
were numbered as P1–P14 for confidentiality. The semi-structured
interviews which were recorded online by the consent of the parti-
cipants lasted around 35–40min. MAXQDA qualitative analyses
program was used for all the analyses. First, the interviews were
carried out in written format and then content analysis was per-
formed and themes and codes of the research were created. The
themes were interpreted in line with the codes they contain and
excerpts from the interview texts are also included in order to sup-
port the comments. Figure 3 is a thematic map showing the themes
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and the codes derived from coding of the semi-structured interviews
with 14 C-level managers of owners of TTC SMEs.

Qualitative researchers are mainly criticized for their validity and
reliability. In order to ensure the validity and reliability of the research,

• Literature review has been done in detail throughout the
research.

• In order to obtain all the data, the interviews were recorded
with the permission of the participants.

• The semi-structured interview questions were reviewed by an
academician and an experienced manager.

• A pilot interview was performed and shared with an acade-
mician in order to confirm the validity of the interviews.

• According to Patton [45] “in order to ensure internal consis-
tency, the consensus between two coders should be at least

Table 1. Results on structural model

Hypothesis Standardized β t P Result

Commitment to learning, shared vision, open mindedness → use of
technology

1.064 9.350 *** Accepted

Commitment to learning, shared vision, open mindedness →
technological learning

1.069 10.598 *** Accepted

Commitment to learning, shared vision, open mindedness →
technological innovation

0.908 7.653 *** Accepted

Obtaining market knowledge → use of technology 0.185 3.304 *** Accepted

Obtaining market knowledge → technological learning 0.207 4.337 *** Accepted

Obtaining market knowledge → technological innovation 0.184 2.920 0.004* Accepted

Dissemination of market information, common interpretation and
organizational memory → use of technology

−0.178 −1.679 0.093 Rejected

Dissemination of market information, common interpretation and
organizational memory → technological learning

−0.156 −1.800 0.072 Rejected

Dissemination of market information, common interpretation and
organizational memory → Technological Innovation

−0.064 −0.530 0.596 Rejected

Use of technology → knowledge and experience of company
employees

−0.128 −1.814 0.070 Rejected

Use of technology → export experience −0.272 −3.184 0.001* Accepted

Use of technology → export market information −0.241 −3.130 0.002 Accepted

Use of technology → export loyalty −0.047 −0.630 0.529 Rejected

Use of technology → marketing planning capability 0.066 0.781 0.435 Rejected

Use of technology → export performance 0.211 2.382 0.017* Accepted

Technological learning → knowledge and experience of company
employees

0.831 9.547 *** Accepted

Technological learning → export experience 1.032 9.667 *** Accepted

Technological learning → export market information 0.999 10.079 *** Accepted

Technological learning → export loyalty 0.907 9.413 *** Accepted

Technological learning → marketing planning capability 0.868 8.495 *** Accepted

Technological learning → export performance 0.602 6.051 *** Accepted

Technological innovation → knowledge and experience of company
employees

0.302 4.966 *** Accepted

Technological innovation → export experience 0.188 2.667 0.008* Accepted

Technological innovation → export market information 0.216 3.406 *** Accepted

Technological innovation → export loyalty 0.109 1.718 0.086 Rejected

Technological innovation → marketing planning capability −0.029 −0.408 0.683 Rejected

Technological innovation → export performance 0.052 0.681 0.496 Rejected

*p < 0.05, *** strong relation, ** normal relation, * weak relation.
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80 per cent.” Our data are coded by two coders and the
consensus was found to be 87.50%.

In the qualitative part of the research, the main research ques-
tions of “What are the effects of organizational learning on digi-
talization in TTC SMEs?” and “How does digitalization affect
internationalization in TTC SMEs?” are sought to be answered
with 29 questions in 12 categories.

The thematic map indicates that organizational learning has sub-
themes of obtaining market knowledge, commitment to learning
and open mindedness, dissemination of market information,
common interpretation, and organizational memory. The digitali-
zation theme has use of technology, not using technology, and
technological innovation as sub-themes. The internationalization
has sub-themes: marketing and planning capability, export

commitment, knowledge and experience of employees, export
markets information, export experience, and export performance.

“Indirect export” is the most mentioned code with 28 times in the
code map. The participants are using “indirect export” as an
entry mode which is very common amongst the TTC exporters.
Lack of managerial skills or obligation of working with the
Turkey offices of the international brands are the main reasons
for indirect export rather than direct export.

The P4 and P5 participants quoted the following:

“[…] we are mainly working with agents and we are always
searching for agencies in the markets we want to enter[…]” (P4)

“[…] like the Italian market which is a very difficult market for us to
enter, we work with agents[…]” (P5)

Figure 3. Code map.
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Second most repeated code is “market research” with 25 times.
All the participants mentioned the importance of “market
research.” They mentioned that there has been a positive
change in performing market research after digitalization. In
the past, fairs and data coming from export associations were
the main sources for market research but as the covid-19
pandemic increased the adoption of the digital technologies,
companies began using the internet and especially LinkedIn.
Generally, participants believe that network relations are very
important for market research. Additionally, participants declared
that they began participating in online fairs after the covid-19
pandemic. The declarations about the code “market research”
of the P2 and P13 are as follows:

“[…] by the help of the internet, when we have a demand, we do
not have to visit the potential customer which is very costly, instead
we search on the internet for its offices, warehouses, products
[…]” (P2).

“[…] the fairs are very important for our market research; in the
past we were participating or visiting the fairs physically, after the
digital technologies we are attending online. In addition, we use
LinkedIn as a tool to get in touch with the companies in our target
markets […]” (P13).

“Openness to development” and “Training” are mentioned 21
times in the research.

All the participants mentioned that they are open to the new
developments but what differs is their perception about being
open to developments. Most of them mention investing in new
technology in the production. A few of them stated that they are
trying to follow the new developments in digitalization and orga-
nizational learning. The training is mainly for adopting the
employees to the organizations. Training for the new develop-
ments taking in business is not very common for the TTC com-
panies; however, if the employee asks for that most of the time
the top management approves that demand. The covid-19 pan-
demic forced organizations to adopt the digital technologies by
training programs mainly offered by the Turkish government as
an incentive to SMEs. P1 and P13 participants stated as follows:

“[…] we train the new staff to adopt our company, they attend
training related to our work, or how we manage stress, we also
offer them personal training.” (P1).

“[…] our management is very open to new ideas related to new
production technologies and they support the new and different
ideas we present[…]” (P13).

“Effect of pricing” code is mentioned 18 times by the partici-
pants. The intense competition in international markets is men-
tioned by all participants. Although the Turkish Government
imposed taxes on the imports from Far East countries, the
TTC manufacturers still have difficulties with competing with
manufacturers from China, Bangladesh, and Vietnam. They
also added that the volatile exchange rates and raw materials
make it more difficult to compete with the competitor countries.
The participant P11 and P14 quoted as follows:

“[…] it is very very difficult for us to compete with China and other
Far East countries, they have cheaper labour costs and raw mate-
rials” (P13).

“[…] we produce our own zippers but we cannot compete with
Chinese manufacturers because of their low prices and it is very
difficult for us to sell to the European market” (P14).

The code “Online Communication” is stated 16 times in the
research. Related to digital technologies, the participants are
aware of the importance of them but they added that they are
just using basic tools of online communication. Covid-19 pan-
demic forced the participants to use online communication tools
more. The participants P6 and P7 mentioned as follows:

“[…] after covid-19 pandemic, we began using online communica-
tion tools and mainly email and whats app…” (P6).

“[…] in fact we are not really using the online communication tools,
we are just using email and whats app for communicating with our
customers […]” (P7).

The code “Digital Platforms” is mentioned 15 times in the
research. Most of the participants do not have their own digital
platforms, a few of them established their own digital platforms
but unfortunately, they were not successful up to now. However,
most of the participants are forced to use the digital platforms of
international fashion retailers as those retailers are managing
their supply chains through their online B2B platforms. Related
to this code, P1 and P8 stated as follows:

“[…] we invested and established our own digital platform but
unfortunately, it could not meet our expectations up to now
…” (P1).

“[…] the international fashion retailers which are our important
customers made it obligatory to use their digital platforms
and therefore we have to adopt the new digital developments
[…]” (P8).

According to the themes and codes in the thematic analysis of
the research, the code relation map was prepared. Figure 4
shows the details of the code relation map. In the code map,
thick lines show the strong relations between codes and thin
lines show weak relations. The relation between “training” and
“openness to development,” “change of export markets” and
“effect of pricing,” “online communication” and “digital plat-
forms” are the strongest ones in the code relation map.

4. Discussion

In the quantitative analysis of the research, the first main
hypothesis; “organizational learning in SMEs positively affects
digitalization in the TTC SMEs” was confirmed. Similarly, the
qualitative analysis of research states that organizations which
focus on organizational learning are more successful in adopting
digital technologies. In the qualitative analysis, there is a relation
between “Solution Oriented” code of organizational learning and
“Online Communication” code of digitalization. Most of the SMEs
see the learning just as a tool for increasing the customer satis-
faction and this can be seen from the relation between codes
“solution oriented” and “online communication.”

The TTC SMEs are mainly managed by the owner of the com-
panies and those owners are the chief executive officer of the
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company and most of them do not have any other C-level man-
ager. The owners take all the strategic decisions about the
company and they are the ones who take the key decisions
about digitalization and internationalization. Their approaches
determine the organization’s direction against digitalization and
internationalization. The learning in TTC is not occurring at an
organizational level and this is the main problem related to
those SMEs. As the organizational learning does not occur,
the knowledge is not accumulated in the organization and
therefore the organization is totally dependent on the owner’s
managerial skills. What is perceived as learning in TTC indus-
tries is just imitating other organizations and therefore success
in the desired areas is not achieved. However, even a few in
number, some TTC SMEs which are managed by educated
owners are putting efforts to develop organizational learning
skills in their companies mainly in the form of training offered
by the Turkish Government.

A similar result was found by research conducted by Ngereja
and Hussein [46] as they determined the positive relation of
employee and management dimensions on digitalization. In
their research on clothing SMEs in Pakistan, Abbas et al. [47]
declared that organizational learning and organizational inno-
vation is positively related. Tham and Atan [48] found in their study
that a workforce which has knowledge, skill, and experience affects
digitalization positively. Hulla et al. [49], in their qualitative research,
tried to find the answer of “what are the challenges and necessary
competencies of SMEs in the manufacturing industry in terms of

digitalization?” They have determined that the commitment of the
workforce to learning and knowledge is as essential as technolo-
gies for digitalization. Meier [50], in review research, synthesized
information with the digitalization process of SMEs by analyzing 77
articles from the business and management literature, empha-
sizing the importance of learning on the digitalization process.
Although the dissemination of market information, common inter-
pretation, and organizational memory is a part of organizational
learning, no effect of them on the digitalization of SMEs has
been found. A similar result has been found by a study conducted
by Hutahayan [51] who stated that market orientation is not
affecting innovation and defined market orientation as a part of
organizational culture. Another study conducted on SME textile
companies by Putra et al. [52] stated that market orientation
does not have a significant direct effect on innovation performance.

In the quantitative analysis of the research, the second main
hypothesis “digitalization in SMEs positively affects internatio-
nalization in TTC companies” is justified and similarly qualita-
tive part of the research has the similar result and digitalization
is affecting internationalization of the SMEs in a positive way. In
the qualitative analysis, there is a relation between “B2B Online
Export Sales” code of digitalization and “Market Research” code of
internationalization. Another relation is between the “B2B Online
Communication” code of digitalization and “Strategy and Plan”
code of internationalization. Last relation is found between the
“Digital Platforms” code of digitalization and “Knowledge and
Experiences of Employees” code of internationalization.

Figure 4. Relation code map.
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The TTC SMEs became aware of the digitalization taking in
business life after the covid-19 pandemic. However, they believe
that it is not very easy to use digital technologies in the textile and
clothing industries because of the nature of the industries. As
“touch” is an important aspect in the textile industry and “fit” in
the clothing industry, it is not that easy for digital tools to take their
place. Currently, TTC SMEs are using basic digital tools for
online communication and they try to increase the number of
the digital tools used in order to improve their supply chain man-
agement. By using basic online communication tools, they aim to
increase customer satisfaction as their main focus is on keeping
the existing customers because of the intense competition. They
are more open to the developments taking place in the produc-
tion but related to digitalization, they mainly understand sales
and marketing activities. The TTC SMEs are not much interested
in investing in their own B2B platforms but they are forced to
participate in the digital platforms of the international fashion
retailers. This is the main driving force behind the digitalization
of the SMEs in the industry. Those SMEs which are working with
those international fashion chains offer their employees about
the digitalization, whereas the othersmainly offer more in-service
training to adapt their employees to their organizations.

While emphasizing the importance of digitalization in the inter-
nationalization process, the participants from TTC industries
underlined the importance of network relations in internationa-
lization. The biggest export market of the TTC industries is
Germany followed by the other EU-27 countries. There have
been a respectable number of Turkish people living in those
countries since the 1950s and the network relations with them
makes it easier for Turkish companies to enter those markets.
The other code mentioned by the participants is the “pricing in
market research” as the TTC industries are faced with an
intense competition from the Far East countries especially
from China and they began losing some of their current custo-
mers because of the price levels.

In the literature, Denicolai et al. [53] had a similar result in their
research and stated that knowledge of artificial intelligence has
a positive relation with the success of internationalization of
SMEs. Similarly, Dethine et al. [54] found that digitalization is
the key facilitator of internationalization. In their research, Czaj-
kowski and Szymański [55] also underlined the importance of
digitalization in Polish clothing industry. In addition, Czajkowski
[56] had a similar result about the positive effect of digitalization
on the textile and clothing companies. Mendes et al. [57]
conducted qualitative research on Brazilian supply chains to
analyze the relationship between digitalization and internatio-
nalization and found that digitalization provokes new dynamics
in managing the multinational supply chains. Reim et al. [58] con-
ducted research about developing a business model that over-
comes the problems related to digitalization and internationalization
of SMEs and they listed the digital solutions that can overcome the
problems that SMEs face during internationalization.

However, there are a number of studies that show that digita-
lization alone is not enough for SMEs internationalization.
Westerlund [59] stated in his research that investing in the
usage of technology is not enough for internationalization of
SMEs alone, in addition, the SMEs should develop managerial

skills, customer experience relations, and new business pro-
cesses. Niemand et al. [60] declared in their research that
technological innovation alone is not enough for a successful
internationalization. Joensuu-Salo et al. [32] had a similar result
in their research, they found that adopting digital technologies
has no relation with the success of internationalization of the
companies. Another research conducted by Li et al. [9] found
that digitalization is less important than developing a strategy
for SME internationalization. Neubert [61] outlined in his
research that it is not possible to gain success in internationa-
lization just with digitalization without interrelated issues.

Similarly, the quantitative part of our research concluded that
the usage of technology has no direct positive effect on the
TCC SME internationalization. In the qualitative part of our
research, the accepted general opinion is that the use of digital
technologies does not accelerate the internationalization of the
TCC SMEs. The main underlying reason is believed to be the
nature of the textile and clothing industries. In textile and
clothing industries, “touch” and “fit” are very important and it
is very difficult to replace them with digitalization. Additionally,
network relations are very important as mentioned in the
Network theory of internationalization and they are the main
sources of internationalization of TCC SMEs.

Furthermore, in the quantitative part of our research, no posi-
tive relation has been found between technological innovation
and export loyalty, marketing planning capability, and export per-
formance. Correspondingly, the qualitative part of the research
has similar outcomes. It is stated that export loyalty, export per-
formance and marketing planning capability are mainly linked to
the pricing. The industries believe that even if they invest in digi-
talization they will not make any change in those indicators of
internationalization as the suppliers are mainly price-oriented.

5. Conclusion

The SMEs from the TCC industries are already aware that
digitalization is essential for a successful internationalization
process but the main discussion is if it will be enough on its
own for the textile and clothing industries. The main doubt is
related to “touch” and “fit”which are specific problems related to
textile and clothing industries and there is a general consensus
that it is not very easy to overcome the “touch” and “fit” problem.
It is very clear that digitalization is removing the barriers for
SMEs internationalization of the TCC in the international mar-
kets; however, the process of digitalization is underestimated in
the TCC industries. The SMEs of TCC unfortunately perceive
digitalization as having a website and using applications such
as Whatsapp. In order to make progress in adopting digital
technologies, the TCC industries should focus more on organi-
zational learning. Although the SMEs of TCC industries are
aware of the importance of digitalization on internationalization,
they give less attention to the importance of organizational
learning on internationalization. The SMEs of TCC industries,
which are generally managed by just one person who is the
owner of the company, are not engaged in the organizational
learning activities. Taking advantage of organizational learning
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should help them to have a deep understanding of digital tech-
nologies. As the main concern and priority of the TTC SMEs is
to protect their current customers, the usage of the digital tools
serves this target. Strategic management plays a vital role
between the relation of organizational learning, digitalization,
and internationalization. The Turkish Government is offering
trainings to the TTC industries to develop their skills in organi-
zational learning and digitalization, and internationalization for
developing a strategy.

5.1. Research limitations

This has been the first research conducted on the TCC indus-
tries analyzing the relation of organizational learning, digitaliza-
tion, and internationalization but it has some limitations. The
study was conducted all over Turkey to get a holistic study.
Turkey has seven geographic areas, therefore, in order to
take a detailed picture of the TCC industries, separate research
should be conducted for each geographic area. Second, the
study could be replicated among the main competitor countries
of the TCC industries.

5.2. Managerial implications

Although SMEs of textile and clothing industries are one of the
most important industries worldwide, there is scarcity regarding
the studies analyzing the relationship between organizational
learning, digitalization, and internationalization of the SMEs.
Our research is the first attempt that has a holistic approach
embracing all these three factors for SMEs operating in the
textile and clothing industries, thus taking an important step in
explaining the relations between organizational learning and
digitalization plus digitalization and internationalization.

In the light of our study, during the process of internationaliza-
tion, the TTC SMEs should focus on organizational learning
and they should develop the learning skills of their human
resources which is a neglected area amongst the TTC SMEs.
Developments in the organizational learning skills will help to
accelerate the digitization process of the SMEs which will affect
the internationalization process of those SMEs positively.
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