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Recent OECD publications discuss different aspects 

of SME digitalisation

February 2021 June 2021 August 2021 December 2021



The D4SME Global Initiative is an OECD public-

private platform based on three pillars of activity

Analytical 
Research

SME 
experiences

Knowledge 
exchange and 

network 
activities

DIGITAL FOR SMES GLOBAL INITIATIVE
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During COVID-19 between 25 and 60% of SMEs have 

increased their uptake of digital tools

Percent of SMEs increasing their use of digital tools in OECD countries in 2020

Source: OECD SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook 2021, based on Facebook/OECD/World Bank survey Dec. 2020.



The changes in digital use seem poised to last for a large 

share of firms, even if not for all

Share of SMEs with a Facebook page respondents (%)

Source: OECD SME and Entrepreneurship Outlook 2021, based on Facebook/OECD/World Bank survey Dec. 2020.



The uptrend in the uptake of e-commerce pre-dates 

COVID

The share of firms using e-commerce has increased in the past decade, across all sizes

Percentage as a share of firms, by size. Average of 32 OECD countries

+8%

+5%

+6%



The challenge now is to tackle structural gaps in SME 

digitalisation

Size-gap in the use of cloud computing services, 2021

Percentage of businesses by size

Source: OECD ICT Access and Usage by Business database (accessed September 

2021)

Smaller firms offer less ICT training to employees, 2020

Share of firms providing ICT training to non-ICT professionals

Source: OECD ICT Access and Usage by Business database (accessed September 

2021)



Digital skills are not limited to technical knowledge

…digital skills imply a mind-set that allows to perform 

intuitively in a digital environment…

“

”
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Across the OECD there is a 29% gap among large 

and small businesses in sharing SCM data



Online platforms can reduce transaction costs and 

information asymmetries and enhance network effects

DEFINITION:

“An online platform is a digital service that facilitates interactions1 between two or more distinct but interdependent 

sets of users (whether firms or individuals) who interact through the service via the internet”

Unlock network 

effects:

 Direct and 

indirect

 Positive and 

negative
Increase market 

outreach (within and 

outside country 

borders)

Reduce 

transaction 

costs (search, 

advertising, 

logistic) and 

information 

asymmetry

Incentive to one sets of 

users

Winner takes most

Switching costs 

(barriers to entry)

Scale without mass



Increase in productivity from platform is higher the 

smaller the firm

2004-2017, Percent increase in productivity

Impact of platform development on the productivity of
incumbent service providers 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

Crisis: +20% traffic in no physical proximity 
(payments, marketplaces, delivery); -70% in 
others (accommodation, restaurant booking, 

transport)

https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/080a17ce-en
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SME Digitalisation policies represented a larger share of 

investment in “rescue” rather than in “recovery” packages

Recovery packages

Percent of total USD invested in SME policies

1.8

98.2

SME digitalisation policies Other Digitalisation policies

Source: Global Recovery Observatory; SME Financing Scoreboard 2022 (OECD, Forthcoming)

Rescue packages

14.0

86.1

SME digitalisation policies Other digitalisation policies

Percent of total USD invested in SME policies



Digital trading online 
vouchers

Maritime shipping for e-
sales exporting SMEs

SME Digit. and 
Export programme
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E-commerce and 
SME exporting 

strategies

Digital skills 
training

Support to well-
being and mental 

health

Digital Boost 
programme

Ahead for businesses 
digital hub

Selected policy areas were targeted specifically by 

governments across the OECD

Digital Innovation 
Hubs



The private sector has actively supported SMEs, both 

directly and in cooperation with the government

Digital Team 
Austria

ICT companies 
providing services free 
of charge for at least 
three months during 
the crisis

European Digital 
SME Alliance

Campaign to showcase 
innovative solutions to 
mitigate the crisis

Australia Small Business 
Digital Champions

15 Australian industry 
associations got 50K 
AUD for 2 years to 
establish digital 
advisory

Italy Digital Solidarity

Online portal where 
SMEs can access free 
digital services 
provided by large 
companies

Belgian government 
with Microsoft + others

Streamlining access to 
government services 
using digital identity

20 private sector progr. 

(D4SME partners)

 A number of initiatives 
were introduced by large 
digital service providers 
in response to the 
COVID-19 crisis

 Most of them will stay 
in place after the crisis

 Cooperation with public 
sector is key for most

 Focus on partnership 
with local governments 
and institutions



• New evidence on the role of SME digitalisation in public recovery packages across the OECD 

and examples of public-private cooperation and private sector initiatives suggests that there 
is ample scope to support SMEs’ digital transformation

• Long-term barriers but a steady uptrend in digital uptake by SMEs, 

accelerated by the pandemic – now it is the time to keep up the momentum

• Some key trends should be particularly (e.g. twin transition, digital skills)

Conclusions



THANK YOU!

Marco Bianchini
OECD

Economist and Coordinator of 
the Digital for SMEs Global 

Initiative


