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Second Roundtable on  

Digital for SMEs (D4SME) 
 

The “Digital for SMEs” Global Initiative (D4SME) is a multi-

stakeholder dialogue engaging governments, large and small 

businesses, industry experts and associations on how to enable all 

SMEs to seize the benefits of digitalisation. This initiative is led by 

the OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities 

(CFE) in collaboration with Business at OECD. 
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 Second Roundtable on Digital for SMEs (D4SME) 

Highlights 
 The second D4SME Roundtable gathered more than 250 participants (from government, industry, academia, civil society) from 

48 countries, including 38 representatives from Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). 

 The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the digital transformation of SMEs and highlighted the benefits of operating 

digitally in the future. For many SMEs this forced ‘digital acceleration’ was a means to weather the storm in the short-term and 

policy should look to maintain the momentum in the medium and long-term to encourage structural change. 

 At the Roundtable, the new OECD analytical report on “The Digital Transformation of SMEs” was launched. The report 

illustrates recent trends in SME digital uptake, discusses digital security, online platforms, blockchain ecosystems, and artificial 

intelligence, presents policy examples and provides recommendations on how to advance the SME digital policy agenda. 

 There are clear benefits of increased online presence and e-commerce practices for SMEs. However, there remain barriers 

deriving from the lack of digital culture, skills and complementary investments, as well as digital security risks associated with 

the digital transition. 

  SMEs’ access to digital infrastructure was critical during the crisis and will be a key element for the recovery after the 

pandemic. The Roundtable discussion highlighted the importance of high quality and affordable broadband infrastructure, 

(including serving SMEs in remote or rural areas), and the essential role of traditional logistics such as postal services. However, 

SMEs need to ramp up their digital capabilities and understanding of the tools available to them to realise the benefits of upgraded 

infrastructure. Large firms can also play a key role in supporting SMEs’ access and effective use of digital infrastructure. 

   The transition to teleworking will have a profound and lasting impact on how businesses, individuals and families organise; and 

on the spatial distribution of activities across regions and cities. Entrepreneurs stressed that this presents risks to wellbeing that 

companies and policymakers should remain alert to, including the potential for longer hours of work and heightened stress among 

the workforce. 

  Looking ahead, the D4SME initiative should help to link public and private sector initiatives to boost SME digitalisation at 

a global level but also to strengthen the connection digitalisation, sustainability and resilience to “build back 

better.” 
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Summary  
The 2nd D4SME Roundtable of the “Digital for SMEs” Global Initiative (D4SME), was held virtually on 3 and 4 February 2021. It 

gathered over 250 participants across 48 countries, including 38 small businesses to discuss SME digitalisation and responses to the 

COVID-19 crisis.  

Entrepreneurs and small business owners shared personal experiences, challenges and success stories on the role digital tools played 

during the crisis, and views on the longer-term outlook. The COVID-19 pandemic had accelerated the need for businesses to operate 

digitally and had opened up new opportunities to innovate, diversify and grow. Participants agreed that SME digitalisation should 

remain a top policy priority and that the engagement of large and small businesses, professionals, associations, education and training 

institutions will be essential to support SMEs through the risks and challenges associated with the digital transition. 

Minister Stuart Nash, Minister for Small Business of New Zealand and Chair of the D4SME Global Initiative drew on the experiences 

of New Zealand to highlight how COVID-19 created a business environment in which SMEs have been pushed further along their 

digital journey. For many SMEs this forced ‘digital acceleration’ was a means to weather the storm in the short-term. However, policy 

makers are now looking to build momentum and support entrepreneurs in their efforts to implement longer-term structural changes.  

Minister Robert Troy, Minister of State for Trade Promotion, Digital and Company Regulation of Ireland, and co-chair of the D4SME 

Global Initiative emphasised the importance of SME digitalisation to an inclusive and sustainable recovery across all regions. Minister 

Troy highlighted Ireland’s policy priority to provide access to digital infrastructure to remote areas. The creation of digital hubs in rural 

areas, for example, aims to ensure SMEs operating outside of cities are not at a competitive disadvantage.  

Minister Alain Griset, Minister Delegate to the Minister of the Economy, Finance and Recovery in charge of Small and Medium 

Enterprises of France, emphasised how the pandemic has in many ways removed the psychological brakes that existed amongst many 

SMEs starting their digital journey. The French government is supporting a business environment that is conducive to the emergence 

of digital ecosystems and initiatives by strengthening access to high speed networks and digital services, and targeting SMEs’ 

awareness, skills development and access to finance, including through place-based strategies.  

Mr Angel Gurria, the OECD Secretary-General, emphasised that SMEs have the chance to emerge from the pandemic with new digital 

models that are likely to prove more resilient and sustainable, and contribute to a more inclusive recovery. Mr Gurria launched the 

OECD report ‘The Digital Transformation of SMEs,’ prepared under the aegis of the OECD Working Party on SMEs and 

Entrepreneurship (WPSMEE), which illustrates recent trends in SME digital uptake, discusses digital security, online platforms, 

Blockchain ecosystems and artificial intelligence, presents policy experiences and considers how we can advance the SME digital 

policy agenda. 

SMEs moving online: digital presence, e-commerce and digital security risks: 

 SMEs across different sectors ‘went online’ for the first time in response to the COVID-19 crisis and containment 

measures. As illustrated by the new OECD report ‘The Digital Transformation of SMEs,’ for many SMEs the first step along 

their digital transition is an online presence. According to business surveys worldwide, up to 70% of SMEs have adopted new 

digital practices to survive, from smart working solutions to online sales. This digital presence included selling products and 

services through e-commerce platforms, connecting with existing clients and suppliers and engaging new customers through social 

media as well as creating a website for the first time. The examples shared at the Roundtable illustrated how businesses who never 

envisioned needing an online presence adapted to the new demand (e.g. the Israeli swimming pool that launched a website to 

manage ‘lane traffic’ under COVID-19 restrictions).  

 Going online was a means of surviving the pandemic, but is increasingly being seen as a tool to increase productivity. Most 

of these changes are expected to be permanent. SMEs that had invested earlier in digital tools could respond quickly to the new 

environment. At the Roundtable we heard from several entrepreneurs, including a wine retailer in Australia and an architecture 

firm in Scotland, who had an existing online presence before the pandemic hit and were able to quickly adapt. 
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 Despite the many success stories that were shared by SMEs and entrepreneurs at the Roundtable, barriers to digitalisation that 

existed prior to the pandemic remain, including a lack of awareness, limited internal capacity, skills gaps and financing issues. In 

some cases, the pandemic widened the gap in capabilities between small and large firms. Prior to the pandemic, half as many 

small firms used cloud computing as large firms. Small firms were also half as likely to sell online than large firms, and when 

they did sell online, they tended to use their own website, rather than e-marketplaces, missing out on opportunities to benefit from 

network effects and access digital services, such as data analytics.  

 Cultivating a robust digital culture amongst entrepreneurs is important.  A French restaurant owner shared how being open to 

new digital opportunities (e.g. launching a ‘click and collect’ website for home delivery, leveraging local food delivery platforms 

and increasing his social media presence to engage with new and existing customers) was central to evolving his business model 

throughout the recurring waves of the pandemic. The experience of re-inventing established business models due to the crisis has 

also enabled SMEs to develop new skills and inspired longer-term improvement strategies, which may increase business resilience 

to shocks, but also generate new growth prospects.  

 Digital skills remain critical to the transition. The owner of an Irish pharmacy emphasised the importance of easy access to 

programmes and initiatives that develop the skills needed to go online. To close the skills gap there is a need for cooperation 

between the private and public sector. Many large firms are already offering training programmes and tools to improve digital 

literacy. In delivering training to SMEs, recognition and engagement by public authorities can be more important than funding.  

 As SMEs move towards new digital solutions, they will need to manage digital security risks. The accelerated move triggered by 

COVID-19 exposed many small businesses to heightened risks for which they were ill-prepared. As the OECD report illustrates, 

SMEs tend to have less comprehensive and sophisticated digital security risk management practices than large businesses. This 

makes them especially vulnerable as cyber-attacks become increasingly targeted and sophisticated. Minister Nash shared that, in 

New Zealand, small businesses reported that managing digital security risks is the biggest barrier to going online. Some SME 

participants admitted that they either had no digital security practices in place, or just trusted and relied on the security of large 

platforms. This is in line with OECD findings that SMEs tend to delegate responsibility for their digital security to external third 

parties, such as by hiring external security consultants or purchasing digital products or services where the security design choices 

are made by the designer. 

SME’s capability to access fast and affordable digital infrastructure 

 Access to affordable and high-quality broadband networks and services is critical to the digital transition of SMEs. More 

than that, it is essential for businesses engaging with more advanced technologies such as Blockchain or the storing, management, 

analysis and transfer of data through cloud computing services. Attention needs to be given to improving access to digital 

infrastructure for rural SMEs as well as those in peripheral regions and low income or marginalised communities, where 

existing provision is limited. As set out in the new OECD report, the SME digital gap weighs down on productivity and increases 

inequalities among people, firms and places. At the Roundtable, a Canadian SME emphasised how many Indigenous businesses, 

often located in rural Canada, still have limited access to high-speed broadband, which exacerbates the disadvantages already 

faced by these communities. 

 Governments have a role to play in identifying infrastructure bottlenecks and the deployment of high-speed broadband, 

especially towards areas that are remote or marginalised. The COVID-19 pandemic made it clear how important access to 

infrastructure is for an inclusive recovery. Minister Troy shared how ensuring businesses across Ireland had access to digital 

infrastructure was a top policy priority for the Irish government after the first lockdown, as this is the first step to ensuring SMEs 

can work remotely. While it will take time to deploy infrastructure across regions, other complementary approaches can help 

address existing gaps, such as creating hubs to serve entrepreneurs in remote areas. 

 The quality of digital infrastructure can influence entrepreneurs’ business location decisions. Improvements can therefore open 

up new opportunities for remote areas and declining regions to attract new businesses.  

 SMEs also depend on more traditional infrastructure. SMEs shared how throughout the pandemic the overload on the capacity 

of postal and courier services impacted their ability to deliver goods.  
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 SMEs’ ability to seize the benefits of high-speed networks is not just a matter of access, but also depends on SMEs’ capacity, 

skills, and awareness of the potential benefits from investing in more advanced infrastructure and IT services.  Large technology 

platforms highlighted their role in this, sharing how they can contribute by providing free training and accessible education tools 

for SMEs. 

 The discussion also raised the importance of promoting public-private partnerships and dialogue to build the internal capabilities 

of SMEs and reach disadvantaged groups to ensure that the digital transition is inclusive.  

Digital tools to telework efficiently and increase wellbeing 

 Teleworking is a defining feature of the accelerated digitalisation triggered by the pandemic. It has moved from a niche 

phenomenon involving relatively few workers to mass adoption on an unprecedented scale. The transition will have a profound 

and lasting impact on how businesses, individuals and families organise and on the spatial distribution of activities including 

opportunities for areas outside of large cities. A Greek accounting firm shared that the shift to remote working is a revolution in 

the organisation of work for her SME clients. 

 Many changes induced by the pandemic are here to stay. Some SMEs mentioned the forced change was ‘liberating’, with the 

benefits of flexibility and better work-life balance. SMEs could also boost productivity and may also result in the reduction of 

fixed costs and large investments such as office space over the longer-term. 

 
 This rapid shift was enabled by recent improvements in digital tools and the move to remote working in the first months of the 

pandemic. Entrepreneurs at the Roundtable shared how they often continued or scaled up the use of digital tools that were already 

in use pre-pandemic (e.g. the yoga studio in New York that pre-pandemic offered a handful of classes online now have their 

employees teaching from across the country via Zoom or pre-recorded classes). 

 Participants called for stronger partnerships within the SME ecosystem, including with local or smaller digital service providers 

that work with small firms in their digital shift through tailored solutions. 

 The regulatory frameworks governing remote work remain a barrier for SMEs to transition to telework smoothly. In some 

countries, updates are needed to workers’ rights and safety in the workplace. An SME association called for guidance on how to 

ensure a safe environment and establish fair teleworking rules. Complementary services such as child care, to make the work-life 

balance more fair and inclusive are also important. 

 Health and well-being for employees and entrepreneurs should not be neglected.  Minister Nash stressed that health and well-

being of workers and entrepreneurs is a priority in New Zealand’s approach to teleworking, including through personal support to 

business owners. The discussion highlighted the need to invest in coaching, but also in management models that are alert to and 

seek to tackle potential negative impacts, such as uninterrupted connected life and lack of social contact. An entrepreneur who 

owns a small digital marketing agency reminded participants at the Roundtable that even something small such as a lunch break 

with colleagues has significant benefits for worker morale. 
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 Second Roundtable on Digital for SMEs (D4SME) 

Key Priorities, ongoing activities 
and next steps of the D4SME 
initiative 

Ms Lamia Kamal-Chaoui, Director of the OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities (CFE) presented the D4SME 

Programme of Work 2021-2022 at the Roundtable. Ms Kamal-Chaoui highlighted that the pandemic had a huge impact on the policy 

agenda. While the conditions created by the pandemic have accelerated the digitalisation and transformation of many SMEs, the speed 

of this transition comes with risks. Businesses will not have had the time needed to plan this transition well – to select the right digital 

systems, to upgrade digital skills, develop the right protections and security, and fully understand the potential – and the limits – of 

these new tools. For many this will have been a stressful and challenging experience. Ms Kamal-Chaoui underlined that, as such, a key 

question is how to entrench this transition for firms that have made the shift in haste – and seek to make digitalisation a more permanent 

feature of their business. This is at the core of the D4SME 2021-22 agenda, which will focus on how SMEs, large enterprises, business 

associations, and governments are preparing SMEs digitally for a post-COVID environment. Work will be structured around three 

pillars: Analytical Research, SME experiences, and Networks and policy dialogue. 

Mr Patrik Kovacs, Chair of the SME and Entrepreneurship Committee, Business at OECD, highlighted the importance of the 

cooperation between public and private sector in order to achieve the long-term objectives of digitalisation and sustainability of SMEs 

across OECD countries. He also reiterated the strong support of Business at OECD to the D4SME initiative, as digitalisation remains 

a key priority for most of its members. 

Roundtable participants agreed that the market and business conditions created by the pandemic and the confinement measures present 

an opportunity for accelerating SME digitalisation that should not be missed. The D4SME initiative can help to strengthen 

connection between public and private sector initiatives, particularly in developing digital skills and a digital culture. As 

recovery packages are deployed across countries, will be important to build on good practice, ensure initiatives are coordinated and 

inform SMEs about measures and opportunities to access them. There was also a call from participants to consider how SME 

digitalisation can boost sustainability and resilience. For businesses and governments alike, a focus on well-being and an inclusive 

recovery was a recurring theme of the discussion. There is a need for SMEs to access appropriate channels and instruments to finance 

their digitalisation and for continued attention to emerging technologies such as Blockchain, artificial intelligence and big data 

analytics. 

Ambassador Dermot Nolan, Permanent Representative of Ireland to the OECD and Chair of the Group of OECD Ambassadors Friends 

of SMEs and Mr Ulrik Knudsen, OECD Deputy Secretary General closed the 2nd D4SME Roundtable. Both emphasised the 

important place the D4SME initiative has for both the OECD and its member countries in “building back better” after the COVID-19 

pandemic. Mr Knudsen highlighted that the crisis represents an opportunity for positive change, the chance to undertake long-awaited 

structural reforms to foster SME transition towards the digital economy and more sustainable business models. He stressed that all 

actors need to engage to build the ground for a more inclusive digital future. Over the past year, the OECD has been working side by 

side with governments to support them facing the crisis, and it will continue to support countries as they design plans for recovery. 
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For further reading 

OECD SME& Entrepreneurship Outlook 2019 

Reviews the latest trends in SME performance and 
provides a cross-country overview of business conditions 
and policy frameworks for SMEs and entrepreneurs, with 
a forward-looking perspective on emerging opportunities 
and challenges, including digitalisation.  

Going Digital: Shaping Policies, Improving Lives 

Identifies policy areas where governments can shape the 
digital transformation and improve lives, highlights key 
opportunities, challenges and related policies, and offers 
new analysis and recommendations for better policies in 
the digital age. 

The Digital Transformation of SMEs 

Despite potentially tremendous benefits, small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) lag in the digital 
transformation. This report looks at recent trends in SME 
digital uptake, including in the context of the COVID-19 
crisis. It focuses on issues related to digital security, 
online platforms, blockchain ecosystems, and artificial 
intelligence. It identifies opportunities, risks of not going 
digital; barriers to adoption and policy actions to speed 
SME transformation. 



 

 

  

Follow us on Twitter:  

  

         @OECD_local #D4SME 

More information:   

http://oecd.org/going-digital/sme 

Contact : 

  

OECD 

Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities 

Marco BIANCHINI, Coordinator of the D4SME Initiative, EST Division   

Marco.BIANCHINI@oecd.org +33 1 85 55 64 84 

Celine KAUFFMANN, Head of Entrepreneurship, SMEs & Tourism Division (EST) 

Celine.KAUFFMANN@oecd.org +33 1 45 24 93 33 

 



 

 

 


