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SME Digitalisation is a key policy priority

“There are only two types of businesses today. Those that are 
already digital, and those that will soon be”

Margrethe Vestager



Source: OECD (2021), The Digital Transformation of SMEs, OECD Studies on SMEs and Entrepreneurship. Based on OECD business use of ITC database, 2020.

SMEs going digital



The OECD has published a report on 
February 2021 on “SME Digitalisation”
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“The digital 
transformation of 

SMEs”
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Average technology diffusion rates, OECD median, by firm size, 2015-18

SMEs have been lagging in the race to digital

Source: OECD (2021), The Digital Transformation of SMEs, OECD Studies on SMEs and Entrepreneurship. Based on OECD business use of ITC database, 2020.
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… and there are differences across sectors 
and tools
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SMEs are missing opportunities to reduce 

costs and compete on a more even footing 

Online 
platforms

Reduced costs (search, advertising, transportation, etc.)
Outsourcing business intelligence services
Market outreach, even abroad

 Connecting users

Block-chain
 Decentralised info & 

accountability
Lower transaction and agency costs (accessing finance, managing 
supply chain, or enforcing contracts etc.)

Artificial 
intelligence

 Predictive capacity & 
automation

Market segmentation/product differentiation
Greater anticipation of fluctuations and risks
Automation of services (e.g. customer services)

Cloud 
computing

“Pay-as-you-go” services
No investment upfront and maintenance costs
Support technology leapfrogs and diffusion

 IT capacity



Percentage of small and medium-sized businesses that made more than 25% of 
their sales through digital channels, by lockdown stringency, June 2020

channels in the last 30 days, by lockdown stringency,  June 2020

Business surveys conducted worldwide 
since the beginning of the pandemic 
converge : up to 70% of SMEs may have 
adopted new digital practices to survive, 
from smart working solutions to online sales 
(OECD SME policy responses to COVID-19). 

Online platforms have played a key role in 
connecting SMEs to markets and helping 
them maintain operations.

The COVID-19 crisis gave momentum to 
the SME digital transformation

Source: Facebook/OECD/WB (2020), Global State of Small Business report. Based on 
Facebook/OECD/WB The Future of Business Survey.

70%



Increase in productivity from platform-use 
is strong and stronger the smaller the firm

Impact of platform development on the productivity of
incumbent service providers
2004-2017, Percent increase in productivity In firms with less than 10 

employees a one-standard 
deviation increase in traffic 
on platforms is associated 
with a boost of more than 
10% of labour productivity 
growth (7% for 10-50; 6% 
for 50-100)

Source: Bailin Rivares et al. (2019[4]), “Like it or not? The impact of online platforms on the productivity of incumbent service providers”, OECD Economics Department Working Papers, No. 
1548, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/080a17ce-en.; Costa, H. et al. (2020), Are online platforms killing the offline star? Platform diffusion and the
productivity of traditional firms, OECD Working Party No. 1 on Macroeconomic and Structural Policy Analysis

https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/080a17ce-en


SMEs that train their employees are more 
likely to engage in social media

Enterprises that provide in-company ICT training to non-ICT-specialists and engage in social media
2019, percentage of all enterprises with ten or more persons employed, by firm size

Source: OECD (2021), The Digital Transformation of SMEs, OECD Publishing, Paris

ICT 
training

Use of social 
media



When SMEs go digital, they tend to outsource digital 
solutions.

Not all SMEs have the internal capacity 
to undertake this transformation.

e.g. Data analytics e.g. Security by design e.g. SaaS - MaaS



Examples of OECD governments priority 
policies

12

Promoting policy 
coordination and 
long-term vision

Access to digital 
infrastructure

Increasing offer of 
training and 
awareness

E-government 
services and 
procurement

Supporting private 
sector innovation

Regional and local 
level policy initiatives



OECD governments have taken different 
policy approaches to strengthen uptake

Source: OECD (2021), The Digital Transformation of SMEs, OECD Publishing, Paris



Examples of policy actions

Small Business Strategy

 Update of resources on
business.govt.nz;

 To build capabilities and skills to
engage with online platforms;

 Business Strategy connects New
Zealand SMEs with global best-
practice advice on engaging
with e-commerce, online
advertising and how to
strategically use social media;

 COVID-19 - “revive & thrive”
tool and a self-assessment tool

E-commerce recovery plan

 Online guide to assist SMEs with
their use of digital tools and e-
commerce platforms to reach
customers;

 Call to providers of online
platforms for complimentary
offers or to offer their services
at a preferential rate for French
small businesses;

 e-commerce digital guide:
www.francenum.gouv.fr - the
guide also shares case studies

Guide to digital transformation

 Links and resources for help as
well as a platform for
“successful digitalisation
stories” to be shared. Is Your
Business Digital Ready?, Know
the Rules, Move Your
Operations Online, Build Your
Team’s Digital Capability

 Design System Guide: digital
collaboration tools and
platforms for virtual team
management (e.g. teleworking
and communication)

http://www.francenum.gouv.fr/


REMOVING regulatory barriers and market distortions. 

EXPANDING infrastructure coverage (speed, reach)

ENABLING greater (safer!) SME uptake, e.g. through the digitalisation of public 
services. 

ADAPTING action to the specific industries SMEs operate in, as well as the business 
functions that are subject to transformation. 

BUILDING more evidence, comparable data, sectoral studies and business cases 
(successful or not) to inform all relevant actors. => international cooperation and 
knowledge sharing.

Way forward?



Find out more at https://oe.cd/il/3tQ 





Twitter: @OECD_local
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/oecd-local
Website: www.oecd.org/cfe

Thank you!

marco.bianchini@oecd.org



Large policy consensus on the need to speed the digital transformation of SMEs

And as large a leeway on how to do it (complexity? Scope? Targeted vs mainstreaming?)

Building on the momentum to re-build 
better

Scaling up SME internal capacity
• Technology support and assistance
• Training and upskilling
• Building a data culture in SMEs
• Raising the digital security profile of SMEs

Creating the right business environment
• Regulatory framework
• E-government and e-services for SMEs
• High-quality digital infrastructure

Easing SME access to strategic resources
• Fintech and alternative sources of finance 
• Business innovation and supply of new digital solutions
• SME linkages to knowledge networks
• Hubs and platforms for learning and testing

Promoting a whole-of-government approach
• Long-term strategic frameworks
• Governance arrangements in emerging policy areas,
• Setting consultative instances and advisory groups



The policy landscape for the uptake of 
Artificial Intelligence in SMEs

Australia Germany

Korea United States



And some risks have intensified, for 
instance digital security attacks
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OECD and 
Business at OECD

 1st roundtable took place on 29 November 2019 at OECD HQs in Paris

 2nd roundtable in February 2021

https://www.oecd.org/going-digital/sme/


