
 

Communication 
National Bank of Belgium Ltd. 

boulevard de Berlaimont 14 
BE-1000 BRUSSELS 

phone + 32 2 221 46 28 
www.nbb.be 

VAT BE 0203.201.340 
RLP Brussels 

 

 

 

  
  2007-05-03 

 
Imports and Exports at the Level of the Firm: Evidence from Belgium 
 
NBB Working Paper no. 114 – Research Series 
 
Globalisation presents both threats and opportunities. On the one hand, open markets offer new export 
opportunities, which can boost further economic growth and employment levels. On the other hand, import 
competition, in particular from low-wage countries, may in principle jeopardise job outcomes, at least for less-
skilled workers, and reduce job security. This is all the more true for a small open economy like Belgium.   
 
Until recently, these issues have been mainly analysed at aggregate level using industry-level data. Using a 
newly-available data set merging balance sheet and international trade transaction data covering both 
imports and exports of Belgian firms, this paper offers a broad view of international trade in goods at the level 
of the firm and relates both imports and exports to firm-level performance measures. More specifically, we 
provide a comparative analysis of importers and exporters, considering the destinations of exports, origins of 
imports and the number of products in which firms trade. 
 
Some of the findings reported confirm previous results, whereas others are novel and will lead to further 
research. Considering the whole economy, the number of firms importing and/or exporting increased 
between 1996 and 2004, along with their employment levels. Also, companies trading internationally, 
whether importers, exporters or both, are larger in terms of value added and employment than non-trading 
firms. However, their contribution to the total number of firms, employees and value added decreased during 
the sample period. This is mainly due to the fact that new jobs and firms are being generated mostly in the 
service sector, and these firms are less likely to trade in goods than companies in manufacturing. This 
finding is in contrast to what has recently been reported for the US. 
 
We find conspicuous heterogeneity among different types of international traders. Importing-only firms' share 
of the total number of firms increased along with their contribution to the economy-wide value added and 
employment levels. Importing, whether through international outsourcing or offshoring, thus appears to be an 
increasingly common practice, even among service-sector firms. 
 
Consistent with the existing literature focusing on exports, traders in general, whether importing, exporting or 
doing both, are shown to be more labour-productive than non-traders. Furthermore, both imports and exports 
appear to be strongly concentrated among the largest and most productive firms. These facts suggest that a 
process of self-selection might characterise not only the entry into export markets, as suggested by the 
literature, but also the entry into import markets. 
 
Using information about destinations of exports and origins of imports, we find that most manufacturing firms 
source intermediate goods from a small number of countries. This corresponds to the pattern of exporting 
activities. Generally speaking, the number of trading firms decreases as the number of countries they trade 
with rises. The same type of relationship holds at the product level. Traders export or import a relatively small 
number of goods and the number of trading firms diminishes as the number of products traded rises. These 
trading patterns are consistent with those recently reported for the US. In addition, labour productivity is 
increasing in accordance with the number of countries firms trade with and the number of products exported 
or imported. These positive relationships tend to suggest that fixed costs of imports and exports are incurred 
for each new country a firm starts trading with and for each additional new product shipped to or sourced 
from abroad. 
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Finally, simple regressions exploring productivity differentials among firms involved in international trade in 
different ways suggest that firms that both import and export enjoy the largest productivity advantage when 
compared to non-traders. They are followed, in descending order, by importing- and exporting-only firms. 
Although this cannot be interpreted as a causal link, it does suggest that the productivity advantage of 
exporters over non-exporters may be exaggerated in the current literature, because imports were not taken 
into account as well as exports. 
 
This paper opens the door to a whole new agenda of research that will aim at disentangling the losses and 
gains that globalisation brings to firms and workers, in Europe and Belgium in particular. 
 

 


