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SME facts 
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SME) are by far the dominant form of business 
organisation in the EU economy. There are around 23 million SMEs1 and 43000 large 
companies in the EU 27. SMEs represent 99.8 % of all enterprises and generate 
57.9 % of the EU-27’s non financial business economy value added and provide 67% 
of the jobs in the private sector. The SME definition2 plays a role for the eligibility of 
policy instruments such as state aids and some simplifications of administrative 
procedures. SMEs are sub-divided in micro enterprises (92 % of all SMEs), small 
(7%) and medium-sized (1%) enterprises. About half of all enterprises are self-
employed entrepreneurs. 
 
EU policies for SMEs 
SMEs are at the heart of EU policies as they are the backbone of the EU economy. 
Their competitiveness depends on the business environment and on a fair level 
playing field with their competitors at EU and international level. SMEs need 
particular attention as they are more vulnerable than large companies. 
 
SME issues are a horizontal topic and cover many areas at EU and at national level, 
from public procurement to social law and from state aids to access to finance. The 
European Commission, the Council and the European Parliament are strongly 
supporting SMEs.  The European Union’s Europe 2020 strategy gives high priority to 
SME policies.  The new "Industrial Policy for the Globalisation Era" and the 
"Small Business Act", the cornerstone of modern EU SME policy, put main priorities 
on innovation, competitiveness, small business support, access to finance and 
access to markets for SMEs.  The new EU Trade Policy "Trade, Growth and World 
Affairs" and the EU international investment policy help SMEs to go global. 
 
Internationalisation of SMEs 
 
The level of internationalisation of European SMEs is low and closely related to the 
company size. The larger the enterprise the more likely it is to report turnover from 
exports.  However, this number varies in EU Member States. There seems to be 
scope for growth in the number of internationalised SMEs, particularly the smallest 
SMEs. 

                                                 
1 Estimations vary on the exact number of EU-27 SMEs due to a different evaluation of the number of micro 
enterprises. The "Annual Report on EU Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 2009" mentions around 20.75 
million non-financial business economy enterprises (see http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/facts-figures-
analysis/performance-review/pdf/dgentr_annual_report2010_100511.pdf ). 

 
2 Definitions: Micro enterprise (< 10 employees, turnover or balance sheet < 2 million €), small enterprise (< 50 
employees, turnover or balance sheet < 10 million €), medium-sized enterprise (< 250 employees, turnover < 50 
million € or balance sheet < 43 million €). 
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Internationalised companies have shown a better capacity to innovate and grow. Yet 
market opportunities abroad, both in other EU Member States and in third countries, 
remain under-exploited as many SMEs remain focused on their national markets - in 
spite of the advantages of embracing globalisation and the risks of not doing so.  In 
the survey for the study "Internationalisation of European SMEs"3, 2009, about 13% 
of EU SMEs reported exports outside the EU and 14% imports from non-EU 
countries. The main reported reasons for this rather low orientation towards markets 
outside the EU are a lack of financial and skilled human resources to tackle 
internationalisation. 
 
SMEs also face difficulties embracing other drivers of internationalisation – notably 
transnational business cooperation, technology transfer and collaboration designed 
to enhance innovation capacities. The Enterprise Europe Network has been designed 
to help SMEs use these tools to increase their competitiveness.  
 
SMEs and EU trade policy 
 
SMEs already benefit from practical support from the European Commission.  Many 
specific dialogues and actions are available to tackle non-tariff barriers.  Easily 
accessible websites offer SMEs relevant one stop shop information (Market Access 
Database, Your Europe – Business, European Small Business Portal) and support 
(Trade defence helpdesk, IPR China SME Helpdesk, Enterprise Europe Network 
etc.).  EU Business Centres exist in India and China and they provide an added 
European value with services for SMEs such as on standardisation and regulatory 
issues.  A new EU strategy on EU support for SME internationalisation is expected in 
2011, which will be complementary with existing EU business services. 
 
The renewed EU trade and investment policy "Trade, Growth and World Affairs" 
takes further steps to contribute to the Europe 2020 strategy for a smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth.  The successful conclusion of the WTO Doha Round is the 
primary objective.  In addition, concluding on-going and launching new free trade 
agreements with fast growing emerging countries, and enhancing our cooperation 
with strategic partners such as US, China, Japan or Russia are important instruments 
to open markets and lower trade barriers.  Our strengthened enforcement agenda 
will make sure that trade opportunities created by the negotiations will translate into 
real trade flows.  This is particularly important for SMEs.  In this context, the Market 
Access Strategy will be strengthened as an efficient instrument to tackle barriers 
and protectionist measures in third country markets and to monitor the 
implementation of FTA agreements. 
 
However, the role of Member States and business organisations to support "their" 
SMEs is crucial and includes activities at local or national level such as enhancing 
skills, provision of export financing, awareness raising and information about export 
markets.  Trade promotion is Member States' competence. 

                                                 
3 See http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/market-access/files/internationalisation_of_european_smes_final_en.pdf  


