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A. Conceptual Framework of SME Internationalization



IFC Definition of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises

IFC MSME Definition

Employee
#

Total Assets
$

Annual Sales
$

Micro enterprise <10 <100K <100K

Small enterprise 10-49 100K-3M 100K-3M

Medium enterprise 50-300 3M-15M 3M-15M

Source: International Finance Corporation



Means of SME Internationalization 

Direct Exporting

Indirect Exporting

Importing

Engagement in GVC Activities

Foreign Direct Investment

Strategic Alliances and Joint Ventures

Licensing and Franchising



Importance of SME Internationalization

SMEs account for about 90% of all firms

SMEs account for about 50% of all jobs

365-445 million MSMEs in developing countries (WB)

600 million jobs will be needed by 2030 to absorb the growing workforce

In emerging economies, most formal jobs are created by SMEs, 

which create 7 out of 10 jobs

SMEs are one of the key players in achieving the 17 SDGs (UN)



Evolution of RTAs with Provisions Explicitly Mentioning SMEs 
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Note: Authors’ elaboration.  
Data Source: WTO (2016, p.117)



Five Dynamics Driving the Challenges and the Opportunities

Globalization Multinationalization
Rise of the Global 

Middle Class

Digitization
The Certainty of 

Uncertainty



SMEs’ Challenges

 Limited resources 

 Inadequate economies of scale and scope;

 Greater transaction costs compared to large companies;

 Insufficient networks, 

 Increased market competition and concentration by large MNCs due to GVCs

 Inability to compete with larger companies in terms of R&D spending and 
innovation (products, processes, and organization);

 Significant turnover and instability; 

 A lack of entrepreneurial enthusiasm, aptitude, and proficiency.



SMEs’ Opportunities

 The upsurge of niche markets and the importance of individualization;

 Technical advances

 Shortened product life cycles 

 Subcontracting opportunities

 Opportunities arising from international retail sourcing;

 The increasing importance of the SME dominated service sector;

 Their reduced red-tape, enhanced flexibility, and capacity

 Their innovation capability and capacity to commercialize innovations, 

 Advances in information and communications technology and innovative use of e-commerce

 Participation in clusters and networks

 Acknowledgement by policymakers, both nationally and internationally, of the vital role of SMEs.



B. Current Trends in the OIC



Export Intensity of SMEs in the OIC vs. non-OIC Countries
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Import Intensity of SMEs in the OIC vs. non-OIC Countries
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C. Benefits of SME Internationalization



Firm-Level Benefits

Growth
Productivity 

Increases
Learning-by-

Exporting 

Innovation
Revenue 

Diversification
Competitiveness

Capacity 
Utilization



Economy-Level Benefits

Job Creation
Knowledge 
Spillovers

Productivity 
Poverty 

Reduction



D. Key Partners and Initiatives of SME Internationalization



World Trade Organization (WTO)

Informal Working Group on MSMEs

Enhanced Integrated Framework 
(EIF) and the Standards and Trade 

Development Facility (STDF)

Aid for Trade

The Global Trade Helpdesk

Small Business Champions

Working Group on Trade

Government procurement

Intellectual property

Trade Dialogues

Digital Champions for Small Business



United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)

EMPRETEC - Entrepreneurship training

The Entrepreneurship Policy Framework and Implementation
Guidance

Business Facilitation Program

ISAR Corporate Transparency Accounting 



International Trade Center (ITC)

MSME Export Development Programme

ITC SME Trade Academy

Business diagnostic and benchmarking

Rules of Origin Facilitator

Export Potential Map

Procurement Map

Market Price Information Portal



Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)

The SME Policy Index

OECD Trade in Value Added (TiVA) 
Database

OECD Trade Facilitation Indicators

OECD Services Trade 
Restrictiveness Index



European Commission (EC)

SME Internationalisation Portal

Your Europe Business Portal

Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs

Enterprise Europe Network for Trade

Solvit

European Small Business Portal

EUREKA-Eurostars programme

Market access database

European Cluster Collaboration 
Platform (ECCP)

International cluster matchmaking 
events

IPR Helpdesks

EU Business Centres



African Development Bank (AfDB)

African Guarantee Fund (AGF)

The Africa Trade Fund (AfTra)

The Africa SME Program



Thank You…


