
 

  

 

 

 

  

 

JOINT POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

INTRA 
Internationalisation of regional SMEs 

This document has been prepared by the INTRA consortium within the framework of the 
exchange of experiences activities.  Therefore, it only reflects the authors’ views and the 

programme authorities are not liable for any use that may be made of the information 

contained therein. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The project INTRA – Internationalisation of Regional SMEs (Reference nr. 

PGI01464) is funded through INTERREG EUROPE Programme, under the topic 

Competitiveness of SMEs. It focuses on the role of public authorities in creating 

internationalization services to support the competitiveness of the regional 

economies and thus contribute to the Europe 2020 strategy. The project 

duration is five years (from 01.04.2016 to 31.03.2021) and the total grant is 

1.640.062 EUR.  

With a partnership constituted by six partners from six different regions, INTRA 

has the main aim to provide comprehensive mapping, evaluation and 

benchmarking of various internationalisation services available across the 

regions, highlight good practices/gaps that promote/impede on SMEs at various 

stages of the internationalization process. From the information collected 

through the activities of mapping, evaluation and benchmarking, INTRA 

presents Policy Recommendations that will be implemented through regional 

Action Plans. The Action Plans intend to contribute to the alignment of the 

internationalization policies with the needs of SMEs and gaps not filled by the 

existing instruments. 

By integrating the information collected in the first round of Study Visits and in 

the State of Affairs, the purpose of the Policy Recommendations is to provide 

inputs for the improvement of internationalisation policies within each 

participating region in order to enhance the policy framework related to the 

support of SMEs internationalisation. To accomplish this purpose, each partner 

produced Regional Policy Recommendations exploring the existing 

internationalization policies, strategies, instruments and tools as well as the 

SMEs drivers and barriers as the basis recommend actions for the improvement 

of internationalisation policies at a local/regional, national and European level. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

The Policy Recommendations: Joint Report is a document that integrates the policy 

recommendations collected from each partner. For this exercise, INTRA partners followed two 

steps. The first step to elaborate the Regional Policy Recommendations was the collection of 

information from previous activities, i.e., study visit reports and the Regional State of Affairs. 

Having in consideration the policies/strategies/tools/instruments identified and the barriers and 

drivers discovered, INTRA partners elaborated a proposal for the Regional Policy 

Recommendations.  

The second step consisted in presentation, discussion and validation of Recommendations with 

each Regional Stakeholders Group. Together with the State of Affairs conclusions, the Policy 

Recommendations constitute the basis for the design of each regional Action Plans.  

Figure 1: INTRA regions 

 

 

INTRA partners exchange, explore and disseminate good practices in ways to promote 

internationalisation and improve competitiveness of the respective regions involved. INTRA has 

6 partners from six different EU28 member states: Maribor Development Agency (SI), Regional 

Agency for entrepreneurship and innovations – Varna (BG), Foundation FUNDECYT Scientific 

and Technological Park of Extremadura (ES), University of Algarve (PT), Coventry University 

Enterprises Limited (UK), CAPITANK (IT) and is supported by the Managing Authorities for 

ERDF and represent the active stakeholders in internationalization. 
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3. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The INTRA project findings allowed the identification of the possibilities to the improvement of 

regional, national and European framework dedicated to the support of SMEs 

internationalisation. A set of recommendations are presented in order to stimulate the 

improvement of the overall framework for internationalisation support within the regions 

participating in INTRA project. 

 

3.1 Recommendations on EU level 

The ability of INTRA to influence the policies at the European level is limited. However, four 

recommendations that can boost the performance of internationalisation of SMEs are provided:  

 EU mechanisms cannot cover specific regional needs only, but must be prepared in a 

way, to allow for answering also regional challenges. 

 SME need to be supported for internationalisation at EU level through a standard 

mechanism. Enterprise Europe Network should focus also on providing 

internationalisation support to entry level SMEs.  

 The focus of future programming period 2021-2027, should include provision after 

Brexit on how SMEs are able to access non EU markets.  

 On EU level it is recommended that a special attention to be paid to micro enterprises 

and small enterprises. 

 Efforts should be directed at expanding capacity for both innovation and international 

business simultaneously, since the two tend to go hand in hand. 

 Digital skills and e-commerce are components worth focusing on: cross-border 

e-commerce provides enormous growth potential for SMEs.  

 As the public support is not equally effective it has to be targeted to areas with 

low level of internationalisation of SMEs. This is to guarantee that support 

reaches the intended recipients, obtains the required results and does not 

waste public resources.  

 Member States should recognise cluster, network and business organisations, 

including one-stop-shops, as important facilitators and to include them in 

business support schemes aimed at fostering SME internationalisation. 

 The availability of internationalisation services for SMEs should be aligned to their 

needs. 

 EEN as promotor of internationalisation should incorporate also training for SMEs and 

act as the entry point for internationalisation. 
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 There should be a clear distinction between the measures on internal EU market 

(perceived by SMEs as well as by policies as internationalisation activities) and those 

targeting areas beyond the EU. 

 The assistance on global market should  be provided directly by EC Services as well 

as by ERDF/ESF+ also in new programming period 2021 – 2027. 

 Export and trade measures could be adapted to the specific needs of innovative SMEs. 

 innovation-oriented international trade missions could focus on earlier stages of 

product development rather than on the later commercialisation phases, target 

potential partners for R&D&I collaboration rather than customers, and be aimed at a 

certain sector or technology rather than a specific country. 

 Innovative SMEs have many different approaches to go international, depending on 

their business models and stage of development. The policies and instruments should 

address this differentiation. 

3.2 Recommendations for stakeholders 

In INTRA project more than 40 regional stakeholders, representing quadruple helix 

(governance, industry, academics and interesting publics) are actively involved in shaping 

internationalisation policies on local, regional, national and European level. The 

recommendations were elaborated on the basis of the survey in SMEs, discussions in 6 

Regional Stakeholder Groups as well as interregional task force meetings. The 

recommendations are listed below. 

Figure 2: INTRA stakeholders 
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3.2.1 Reduce bureaucracy and simplify procedures 

 Simplify the administrative processes for companies with limited human resources 

and time. 

 Make more easily available the information for the companies. 

 Reduce administration: SMEs need to be supported along their customer journey, 

without feeling the administration burden, or feeling like they are sent from one 

agency to another. 

 Precise information: more work needs to be done to simplify the information 

presented to SMEs but also to make internationalisation mainstream, the message in 

the region needs to be consistent as well as out there. 

 Reduce the bureaucratic complexity of access to facilitations. 

 

3.2.2 Avoid duplication of services 

 National stakeholder group for internationalisation should be set-up and meet 

regularly to monitor and steer the implementation of the public funds for 

internationalisation; 

 Financial institutions should be clearly involved in all steps of internationalisation 

policy (design, implementation, evaluation); 

 The national as well as regional stakeholders should be profiled according to the 

services provided (there should be clear avoidance of duplication of services). 

 Enhanced support: by working together, support providers will be able to give 

strategic advices with an appropriate initial diagnostic, customise the support 

according to the SMEs internationalisation experience and meet the expectations of 

companies. 

 The implementation of the Act on balanced regional development, especially in 

setting up the Regional stakeholder group for internationalisation should be respected 

(also beyond the INTRA project). 

 

3.2.3 Attend to SMEs needs 

 The policy instruments should be elaborated according to the markets (internal EU 

market and beyond the EU); 

 The internationalisation measures should be aligned to the needs of SME and shall 

stimulate those sectors that have the growth potential (prioritisation of only one 

sector, namely wood, is according to the main exporting sectors not enough); 
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 Minimize the timing for launching of call for proposals at regional level, for supporting 

SMEs in internationalisation processes. 

 Providing of support in development of the Operational Programme for the next 

programming period in relation with the barriers, needs and drivers for 

internationalisation of SMEs. 

 

 

3.2.4 Customise the support to internationalisation 

 The internationalisation measures should differentiate beneficiaries according to their 

internationalisation maturity (and different needs); 

 Launching of measures for funding of business support organizations (branch 

chambers, non-profit organizations, etc.) to provide tailored consulting and  training to 

SMEs for the development of internationalisation 

 Improvement of specific forthcoming procedures under Operational Program in line 

with internationalisation needs and barriers of SMEs for additional type of activities, 

costs and/or evaluation criteria for each procedure concerned. 

3.2.5 Develop new tools  

 Develop customised tools for smart specialisation areas or specific sectors that may 

need specific support 

 Proceed rapidly in the direction of automating of provided Public Administration's 

services, to increase the chances of interaction with SMEs. 

 Provide further knowledge tools in relation to the initiatives promoted by the EU in 

every field and for internationalisation actions. 

 

3.3 Recommendations to overcome internal barriers 

As stated in the State of Affairs report, the main internal barriers identified in the partners’ 

regions are the shortage of working capital, the lack of managerial time to deal with 

internationalisation, and the availability of human resources for export and qualified/ trained 

staff. To overcome these barriers, the following recommendations are made: 

 Provide more companies with access to working capital through specific schemes. 

Strengthening microloans would enable access to sources of financing working 

capital. For the internationalisation a special pot should be set up. 

 A special measure should be put in place to enable SME to acquire/employ staff for 

internationalisation/export activities (co-financing of the working place).  



 

  

 

 

INTRA | Policy Recommendations| 10 

 

 Stimulate the qualification of the staff in the field of internationalisation by creating 

specific measures to this purpose. 

 Stimulate aggregation (partnership, network of enterprises) in internationalisation 

activities. 

 

3.4 Recommendations to overcome external barriers 

SMEs face several external barriers as regards to the development of internationalisation 

activities. Within the exercise of mapping these barriers, the main external barriers identified 

were the difficulty in obtaining reliable foreign representation, ensuring of investments and the 

ability to contact potential customers. To overcome these external barriers, the following 

recommendations are provided: 

 Ability to overcome strong local competitors: call for competition research; strategy for 

improvement; alignment of the processes/production/management; 

 Obtaining reliable foreign representation: the network of business representations (at least in 

targeted new markets) should be set up and financed by the government; 

 Finding strategic information to locate/analyse markets: the one-stop-shop should cover the 

lack of strategic information and information concerning specific markets as well as the 

products/goods & services; 

 Ability to contact oversees customers: training (communication, negotiation) shall be 

conducted for specific markets, including webinars, on-line assistance…; 

 IPR Protection: targeted call (e.g. justification to be closely linked with the requirements of the 

market); 

 Introduce new aspects in the existing tools, such as Intellectual property rights 

 Transportation costs: call for design, packaging, co-financing of transportation costs. 

 Development of measures to support not only the export activity of the companies, but also 

the other models of internationalisation; 

 National agencies for internationalisation should have its offices abroad, especially in priority 

markets (outside EU). 

 

3.5 Recommendations for first internationalisation activities 

In order to strengthen the first internationalisation activities of SMEs, partner search, web site 

accustomed to foreign customers, joint promotion services and networking were identified as 

the main aspects to consider to increase international performance of companies. In this sense, 

the following of recommendations should be considered: 
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 Ability to overcome strong local competitors: call for competition research; strategy for 

improvement; alignment of the processes/production/management; 

 Obtaining reliable foreign representation: the network of business representations (at 

least in targeted new markets) should be set up and financed by the government; 

 Finding strategic information to locate/analyse markets: the one-stop-shop should 

cover the lack of strategic information and information concerning specific markets as 

well as the products/goods & services; 

 Ability to contact oversees customers: training (communication, negotiation) shall be 

conducted for specific markets, including webinars, on-line assistance…; 

 IPR Protection: targeted call (e.g. justification to be closely linked with the 

requirements of the market) ; 

 Introduce new aspects in the existing tools, such as Intellectual property rights 

 Transportation costs: call for design, packaging, co-financing of transportation costs. 

 Development of measures to support not only the export activity of the companies, 

but also the other models of internationalisation; 

 National agencies for internationalisation should have its offices abroad, especially in 

priority markets (outside EU). 

 

4. Final Remarks 

The Policy Recommendations: Joint Report aggregates the recommendations provided by 

INTRA partners. The intention of this document is to, jointly with the information collected in the 

State of Affairs, constitute the basis for the design of the Action Plan for each region. The 

improvement of regional policies dedicated to the internationalisation should have in 

consideration the barriers identified and the recommendations proposed, contributing to the 

success of the SMEs internationalisation and, as a consequence, to the performance and 

competitiveness of each region.  

 


