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ABSTRACT


International trade has long been recognised as an engine of growth and development for

emerging economies. The modern wave of intense global trade liberalisation has been

characterised by the development of preference agreements, designed to encourage trade

interactions among countries, especially developing countries. Trade preference agreements

are typically designed with the promise of granting developing countries a stronger foothold in

global markets; yet, their utilisation in the Global South appears limited. Ghana is one of such

countries that is party to several bilateral, regional, and multilateral preference agreements,

such as the Economic Partnership Agreement with the European Union, the African Growth

and Opportunity Act with the United States, most of the Generalised System of Preferences,

and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), among others. However,

its export profile remains concentrated, the proportion of exports under trade preference is

considerably low, and the expected gains from these agreements appear to be under-realised.


Although several attempts have been made to explain the factors influencing trade preference

utilisation, these have focused on a macroeconomic perspective, overlooking the fact that

enterprises ultimately operationalise and benefit from such agreements. Existing studies have

largely examined preference utilisation through the macroeconomic lens of tariff structures,

rules of origin, product coverage, sanitary and phytosanitary measures or institutional capacity.

While these factors are important, they do not fully explain why firms within the same country,

often producing similar goods, demonstrate very different outcomes in their ability to take

advantage of preferential arrangements. This study takes a unique approach, using firm-level

survey data to visualise the network structure of enterprises in Ghana and to explore the

relationships among trade preferences, enterprise networks, and export performance. The study

interrogates the mediation mechanisms of dynamic firm capabilities such as absorptive
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capacity, collaborative learning, cost efficiency, and institutional support in the explored

relationships. In doing so, the study integrates sociological perspectives on networks with

economic reasoning on trade, presenting an interdisciplinary framework that enriches our

understanding of trade preference utilisation and export performance.


Five specific objectives guide the study. The first is to visualise the network structure of

enterprises in Ghana. The second is to examine how network ties influence the utilisation of

trade preferences and contribute to export performance. The third is to examine how dynamic

firm capabilities mediate the relationship between network ties and the utilisation of trade

preferences. The penultimate objective is to assess the moderating role of product

characteristics, distinguishing between exporters of refined and unrefined products. The final

objective investigates how network ties influence export experimentation of non-exporting

enterprises and the mediating role of the dynamic firm capabilities. Using quantitative data

from the Port Effectiveness and Public-Private Cooperation for Competitiveness II (PEPP II)

survey, the study adopts Social Network Analysis techniques to map and visualise the structure

of enterprise networks in Ghana. Subsequently, Structural Equation Modelling is applied to

test hypotheses concerning the direct, indirect, and moderating effects of network ties on trade

preference utilisation and export performance, as well as the potential influence of enterprise

networks on the export experimentation of non-exporters in Ghana, and the role of firm

capabilities therein.


The study's findings are compelling. The network visualisation from the Social Network

Analysis demonstrates that exporters are more centrally positioned than non-exporters,

enjoying higher visibility and greater access to information and resources. Also, the study finds

structural differences in the enterprise networks of exporters and non-exporters in Ghana. For

the second objective, the path analysis from the structural equation modelling shows that more
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central exporters are better equipped to leverage trade preferences and perform more

effectively in international markets. The structural models further reveal that trade preference

utilisation is astrong pathway through which enterprisenetworks influence export performance

in Ghana. This finding underscores the role of relational capital in shaping how firms navigate

complex trade preference agreements.


Furthermore, in addressing the third objective, the findings suggest that firm capabilities, such

as collaborative learning and cost efficiency, are crucial for leveraging exporters’ social

networks to utilise trade preferences to improve export performance. Firms that are able to

manage costs efficiently and that actively engage in joint learning and problem solving are

more likely to utilise preferences effectively. Interrogating further the network-performance

relationship in response to the fourth objective, the study finds evidence suggesting that the

mediating role of trade preferences differs by export product type. While the mediating effect

of tradepreferences is profound forunrefined exports, the direct effect of network ties on export

performance for refined products is larger. Extending the analysis to non-exporters, in line with

the fifth objective, the results reveal that network ties are significant in influencing non-

exporters' decisions to experiment with exports in Ghana.


The contributions of the thesis are threefold. Theoretically, it bridges economic and

sociological traditions by showing how network structures and social capital interact with trade

preference agreements. It also advances effectuation theory by illustrating how non-exporters

use networks to experiment with exports under uncertain conditions. Empirically, it is the first

study to map enterprise networks in Ghana at this scale, linking them directly to trade

preference utilisation and export outcomes. Methodologically, it demonstrates the value of

combining Social Network Analysis with Structural Equation Modelling to capture both

structure and causal pathways.
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The study carries significant implications for policy and practice. For policymakers, the

findings suggest that interventions should not only focus on reducing tariffs or simplifying

rules of origin, but also on strengthening firms' relational ecosystems. Supporting enterprise

clusters, encouraging inter-firm collaboration, and enhancing institutional support mechanisms

are key to improving the utilisation of preferences. Policies should also be sensitive to product

type, as exporters of refined and unrefined goods face different challenges and derive different

benefits from networks. For businesses, the study emphasises the importance of building strong

ties, investing in learning capabilities, and seeking institutional partnerships to fully leverage

preferential agreements.


In conclusion, the study enhances understanding of how enterprise networks shape the

utilisation of trade preferences and the export performance of firms in Ghana. It departs from

traditional macroeconomic perspectives by highlighting the heterogeneity of firm behaviour

and the central role of social embeddedness in trade. By doing so, it offers new insights for

theory, practice, and policy, and provides a strong foundation for future research on trade

preference utilisation within Africa. The findings are particularly relevant in the context of the

African Continental Free Trade Area, where network-based approaches may determine

whether enterprises can truly harness the opportunities of regional integration. The thesis

ultimately demonstrates that trade preference agreements can fulfil their promise when they

are not treated as abstract national-level instruments, but as resources that are activated and

sustained through the networks and capabilities of individual firms.













4
