
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that scale up have long raised policy 
attention for their strong potential to create jobs, stimulate innovation and raise 
competitiveness in countries and regions. However, the conditions under which SMEs 
scale up remain poorly understood. The project contributes to reducing knowledge 
gaps on who scalers are, how they transform and grow, and what governments can and 
are doing to support them.

Why this project?
As governments aim to build resilience and 
speed the transition towards more sustainable 
and inclusive growth, they turn towards SMEs 
that scale up and the exceptional potential of 
productivity, innovation, competitiveness 
and job creation they can bring. 

Scalers are however few, diverse and little is 
known about them and the types of 
transformation they go through. Public policies 
accordingly have tried to focus on those firms 
with the highest growth potential, e.g. often by 
targeting start-ups in very narrow (tech-related) 
sectors, and often with no clear and 
comprehensive overview of what works in 
promoting scale-ups.

Yet, the scope for unleashing SME potential 
to scale up is significant. There are 
opportunities to unlock productivity, growth 
and job creation across many different types 
of scalers, provided the right business 
conditions and policy mixes are in place. 

Objectives
The project aims to understand how OECD 
countries can create the conditions for SMEs 
to scale up and inform the design of 
improved scale up policies.

In particular, it contributes to a better 
understanding of the characteristics and 
trajectories of scalers, as an essential 
precondition for more effective policy design.

It also aims to understand how scale up 
policies shape across countries, with a view 
to identifying possible gaps or inefficiencies. A 
key questions is to which extend public policies

, needs
and trajectories through multidimensional and 
coherent approaches. 

Scaling up and beyond
Better evidence for SME policies

Scaling up encompasses the capacity of 
a firm to operate, in a sustained manner, 
on a larger scale and at a higher level of 
productivity, which may imply innovating, 
competing in a broader product space, 
entering new or international markets, or 
partnerships, or expanding networks.  

For this project, 
through employment- or turnover-
based (high) growth. High-growth 
enterprises are defined as firms with at 
least 10 employees that grow 10% per 
year on average in employment and/ or 
turnover over 3 years. 



 
 
 
 
What we learned in Phase I 

The pilot phase focused on analysing the growth patterns of scalers in five countries using firm-
level microdata. 

It also analyses the forms of government intervention in support of scale up, with a deep-dive 
into two specific issues of , i.e. financing growth and turning data into 
business. The policy work is based on a mapping of 369 institutions and 1 174 policy initiatives 
across the 38 OECD member countries.  

 

 
 
 

 

Scalers are the engine of job and value creation. While they represent only 13-15% 
of SMEs, they contribute 47% to 69% of all new jobs generated by SMEs between 
2015 and 2017. 

 

The typical scaler is neither a knowledge-intensive nor a high-tech firm, nor a start-
up. In fact, most of them are mature firms operating in low-tech sectors. 

 

The diversity in scaling up profiles and trajectories demands a rethinking of scale 
up policies, as a (too) narrow focus on specific sectors, such as knowledge-intensive 
firms or start-ups, is likely to be suboptimal. 

 

Public action to foster SME scale up often falls beyond the SME and 
entrepreneurship policy domain, calling for sound coordination across the board and 
for a further mainstreaming of SME growth considerations across policy areas.  

 

The policy attention given to specific aspects, actors or drivers of SME growth is 
spread unevenly, which may leave blind spots in other areas.  

 

Key findings of Phase I 



The right scale up policies can pay off!

Firm-level analysis highlights that scalers confirm their exceptional potential and 
: Up to 2/3 scalers maintain their new scale over time, and 20% succeed to grow again in 

the three years after, signalling a durable transformation and for some the start of a virtuous cycle of 
changes. - up phase

shrinking or exiting the market in the three years 
post scaling.

Most scalers consolidate their new scale and many even continue to grow

grounded on multiple forms of productivity and performance 
improvements, driven by innovation, investment and network expansion, or diverse 
combinations of those at different times and by different scalers. 

This makes scale up policy design particularly complex and outcomes uncertain. 
trajectories are therefore difficult to anticipate, as they are also subject to the broader business and 
economic conditions or the quality of entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Growth dynamics of employment scalers in the three years after scaling

Key drivers of SME scaling up



What is coming next
The OECD is now expanding this stream of work across several 
dimensions by:

New data on SMEs going beyond traditional sources

The project complements the indicators derived from administrative and survey data with experimental 

to produce more timely and granular information on SMEs - and in particular scalers and to cover 
important aspects of firm performance that are not captured by official statistics.

Toward new SME&E policy indicators and an international policy database

Going forward, a new database of scale up policy actions and institutions will pool together knowledge 
gained in the project, and support benchmarking and diagnostic for countries to identify potential gaps 
and inconsistencies within their policy mix, and learn about innovative approaches implemented across 
the OECD area to create the conditions for SME scaling up.

A new series for policy makers on Helping SMEs Scale Up 

Results from the first phase of the work have been summarised in two reports on Helping SMEs Scale 
Up, leveraging both firm-level microdata as well as a pilot policy mapping in selected areas. Taken 

on related country policy frameworks and governance arrangements. 

Collecting harmonised, internationally comparable data on SMEs before, during and after 
their scale-up phase across 15 or more OECD countries, in close cooperation with national 
statistical offices.

Providing analysis on the internal-to-the-firm factors that support the scale-up process and 
enable SMEs to transform durably as well as sustain their new scale afterwards.

Better understanding how governments can create supportive business and policy 
conditions for scaling up through action in relevant policy areas, and improve mainstreaming 
and coherence across policy domains. 

Considering policies that support SMEs network expansion and interconnectedness as a 
means to scale up, with a particular focus on SME internationalisation and participation in 
shifting GVCs.

Creating a knowledge base on national approaches in encouraging SME scale up, through 
harmonised and coordinated mappings of relevant policies and institutions across the OECD 
area in a number of policy areas. 

Project structure and timeline at a glance



Website: www.oecd.org/cfe

About the OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities (CFE)

The OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities supports member and non-member
governments at the national, regional and local level with evidence, advice and peer-exchange on SME and
Regional, Urban and Rural Policy, Local Labour Markets and Tourism.

Contact
For more information about the project or to get involved, visit https://oe.cd/ScaleUp or contact:

Sandrine Kergroach Sandrine.KERGROACH@oecd.org
Alexander Lembcke Alexander.LEMBCKE@oecd.org

Carlo Menon Carlo.MENON@oecd.org
Lora Pissareva Lora.PISSAREVA@oecd.org

Expected outcomes
The project will allow policy makers to better 
understand SME scale up trajectories, and 
how to support them in an efficient and 
coherent manner. 

Through novel data partnerships, the project will
provide new evidence and more granular data
analysis for informing policy makers. It will also 
create a unique overview of scale up policies
and good practices across OECD countries
and propose tailored policy assessment tools to 
improve policy making.

Joining the project
Countries are invited to join 
to improve the evidence base on SMEs scaling 
up and the policies that support them. 
Participation implies engagement in one or two 
of the following areas:

Measurement and empirical analysis 

By working with the OECD on gaining access to 
suitable microdata and /or implementing the 
proposed methodology to develop 
indicators in their country. 

Policy mapping and analysis 

By working with the OECD on mapping national 
policy practices and mixes and coordinating 
feedback of relevant stakeholders in their
country

Twitter: @OECD_local

Want to know more?


