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[bookmark: _heading=h.nh3onsidaabp]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _heading=h.3ftg239gnums]1.1 Background of the Study
In January in the year, 2022, negotiations began between India & UK in order to effectively form a FREE TRADE AGREEMENT. A free trade agreement is further defined as an agreement that is mainly between two or even more countries to effectively decrease tariffs & duties (Srivastava et al., 2023). This is particularly among those countries with the purpose of free flow of goods & services, and this is further under FTA; goods & services can be directly traded among countries that are without any restrictions & duties. Free trade is an important model that assists in promoting the exchange of goods and services across different countries without any artificial barriers, like tariffs or excessive restrictions. It has proven to be a significant tool for effectively connecting economies, diversifying the required source of growth, and even fostering productive specialisation (Bbvacib, 2026). Hence, in order to boost market entry strategies of British SMEs, trade agreements between India and the UK have been made. 
The UK-India Free Trade Agreement (FTA), formally referred to as the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA), is one significant trade deal of modern times that came into force on 15 July 2026 (Government of the UK, 2026). The total worth of trade between the UK and India is £48 billion in 2025, which led to an immediate boost, with customers able to get access to cheaper and better British and Indian services and products across both countries (Government of the UK, 2026). This agreement is necessary as it gives businesses greater confidence to effectively trade, invest and accurately collaborate even across a fast-growing economy. Economic interdependence that is from trade is the key area that can assist in strengthening both political and diplomatic relations. 
Nations that used to trade with each other are able to maintain stable relationships in order to project economic interests and encourage cooperation on international policy issues like climate change, global health and security too (Tutor2u, 2026). As shown in Figure 1, the UK’s GDP has reached nearly $4.3 trillion, while India’s GDP has reached around $4.15 trillion (Clark, 2026). This indicates that both countries can together grow their business, and it has a direct impact on market entry strategies of British small and medium (SMEs) enterprises. UK has been the 6th largest investor in India, with foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows of nearly $ 36.44 billion that is from April 2000 to September in the year 2025 (IBEF, 2026). CTEA is a significant deal that provides Indian workers enhanced duty-free market access and accurately boosts trade between these two nations. 
Figure 1. Countries with the largest nominal GDP worldwide 2026
[image: ]
Source: Adapted from: Clark, 2026
As shown in Figure 3, the UK’s trade in services exports and imports from India have constantly increased from 2014 to 2020 (Chadha, 2022). India also has preferential access, economic cooperation, and FTAs with nearly 54 individual countries and has been one of the top Asian countries with major FTAs (Chadha, 2022). The study is mainly centred on the evolution as well as implementation of the India-UK CETA. The UK’s services that are exported to India amount to around £3.2 billion, while it has been seen that India has an expanding services sector which further accounts for approximately 54% of its economy. However, the study provides key insights about how the UK-India free trade negotiations can directly impact the entry strategies that are prioritised by British SMEs to enter India. 
Figure 3. UK’s trade in services exports and imports from India
[bookmark: _heading=h.z0613h4eqi0d][image: ]
Source: Adapted from: Chadha, 2022
[bookmark: _heading=h.vhgl3oh7kyeh]1.2 Research Problem
The research problem within the study mainly centred on how both regulatory uncertainty and tariff barriers that are during bilateral trade affect SMEs in entering foreign markets. However, the biggest barriers that have been cited by UK businesses to doing business within India were the ease of doing business, infrastructure, and it also includes regulation and foreign exchange control (Grant Thornton, 2026). Consultation responses have identified tariffs as a major barrier to trade, particularly with India. Additionally, both businesses and business associations have highlighted these issues that are across both industrial and agricultural sectors. At the same time, the responses have further indicated that tariff liberalisation would allow for SMEs who are especially UK businesses, to successfully grow and expand in India (Government of the UK, 2022). In addition, unnecessary customs fees and charges have been a cause for concern for UK businesses with the UK Government as they can cause trade to be hindered with India. The UK Government has therefore been trying to negotiate customs measures with the Government of India to minimise unwanted administrative and financial obstacles for companies.
Around 72% of UK businesses and nearly 90% of Indian businesses have highlighted that they have clearly understood the overall advantages of the proposed FTA (Grant Thornton, 2026). However, despite these advantages, businesses from both countries are facing obstacles while entering the other country that cause hurdles for them to expand their existing business. Additionally, it has been observed that India also faces business challenges while doing business within the UK. The key issues mainly faced by Indian businesses while using the buses in the UK are the cost of doing business, immigration policies and basis, and it also includes the high cost of regulatory compliance (Grant Thornton, 2026).  Hence, the study centres on how SMEs can navigate the ongoing issues and can enter the market successfully. By navigating those hurdles, the SMEs can do business smoothly and meet their objectives too. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.igagmhcn3y28]1.3 Rationale of the Study
The Free Trade Agreement (FTA) that exists between India and the United Kingdom (UK) clearly represents a significant key development in the constantly changing landscape of globalisation. This is further specifically amid both shifting geopolitical dynamics and the constant rise of particular bilateral trade agreements. India’s ascent as a global economic power has successfully positioned the country almost at the centre of international trade diplomacy. In this aspect, FTAs have been effective, as this is mainly serving as a principal instrument of this overall transformation. Additionally, India has effectively concluded 13 bilateral and 5 regional trade agreements, along with the FTA with the UK (Arte, 2025). After the implementation of the FTA, which is formerly referred to as CETA, has provided multiple advantages to the business of both countries, the UK and India. Businesses in both countries Has been further benefit from enhanced market access, decreased tariffs, streamlined customs and stronger support for digital trade (Business Wales, 2026). Hence, all these phenomena are ultimately making day-to-day trade even more predictable and particularly useful for SMEs.
After the FTA, around 99% of Indian goods that are entering the UK and nearly 90% of UK goods which are entering India Has been either be duty-free or have reduced tariffs (Government of the UK, 2026). Along with these areas, it Has been also benefit a huge range of sectors on both sides, including automotive, manufacturing, and consumer goods. Along with that, it may also include creative industries and medical technology, as it ultimately marks the biggest milestone mainly within the bilateral economic partnership. Apart from these aspects and benefits, the deal is further expected to boost bilateral trade by around £25.5 billion, Indian GDP by almost £5.1billion, and UK GDP by approximately £ 4.8 billion each year (Government of the UK, 2026). However, the rationale for the study mainly lies in how several shifting trade policies directly reshape business decisions. The findings of the study provide key insights into the current scenario of tariff reductions and regulatory frameworks, along with the bilateral terms between India and the UK, which directly impact practical choices by SMEs when entering any new foreign markets. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.i5snfyrnfwlm]1.4 Research Aim
This paper aims to understand the role that policy uncertainty in the currently ongoing FTA negotiations between the UK and India plays within the internationalisation decisions made by British SMEs and analyse the perception of regulatory uncertainty on market entry mode, strategic commitment and the time of investment in the Indian market.
[bookmark: _heading=h.mg9rndtjgz93]1.5 Research Objectives
· To identify the essential provisions and current course of action within the UK–India trade negotiations related to small business trade relations.
· To classify the common expansion models which include direct export, partnership with corporations, technology licensing, and sole proprietorship that are considered by British businesses.
· To analyse the influence of changes in regulatory certainty on both the timeline and structure of foreign expansion for small businesses.
· To recognise the common operational barriers like legal, cultural, and logistical constraints, despite decreased tariff barriers.
· To accurately develop strategies for British firms to adjust their market positioning because of constantly evolving economic policies.
[bookmark: _heading=h.dwrrbfj0lxxx]1.6 Research Questions
Main Research Question
· What is the overall impact of the recent UK-India FTA negotiations on British SMEs' market entry strategies within India?
Sub-Research Questions
· What are the key issues in the UK–India FTA negotiations and their implications for British SMEs?
· Which market entry modes do British SMEs consider when entering India?
· How does regulatory uncertainty affect the timing and scale of SME expansion in India?
· How can British SMEs adapt their market positioning to changing UK–India trade policies?
[bookmark: _heading=h.neh6fb3mohli]1.7 Research Hypothesis
H1: British SMEs make decisions on internationalisation which are impacted by policy uncertainty related to Free Trade Agreement negotiations between the UK and India.
H2: Increased regulatory uncertainty would lead British SMEs to use even less risky methods of market entry than they currently do, such as exporting or strategic alliances, rather than establishing full-ownership subsidiaries.
H3: This greater trust in future UK–India trade policy boosts the readiness for SMEs to invest in India for the long-term.
[bookmark: _heading=h.k5mobve4hjk]1.8 Scope and Significance of Research
While the scope of the study is about the information that showcases how the tariff revolution and any regulatory changes can directly impact the SMEs' business that are entering the Indian market. It is observed that India presents immense potential for foreign businesses, but it also needs to consider that overall success mainly depends on both foresight and regulatory preparedness. Whether by negotiating distributor agreements, selecting the accurate entity structure, effectively complying with e-commerce regulations, or it may be about navigating customs hurdles, businesses are required to integrate proper legal strategy with commercial planning (Endtoendadvisors, 2026). However, the significance of the study mainly lies in the key aspects that it provides practical insights and ways to decrease the trade barriers that cause hurdles for British SMEs. Additionally, the key findings of the overall study allow addressing the challenges that are mainly faced by UK SMEs while entering India for business purposes. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.mykplwx04e4y]1.9 Methodological Overview 
This study employs a qualitative multiple (combined) research model that is further applied with semi-structured interviews and documentary analysis. There is the use of interpretativist philosophy, and the data for the study is obtained from primary sources through semi-structured interviews with SME owners and senior managers. Additionally, thematic analysis is used mainly for interview transcription. Apart from that, the study follows a set of ethical guidelines in order to ensure transparency and maintain integrity throughout the study. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.ipdxim3p1r4w]1.10 Dissertation Structure
The study follows the structure below as shown in Figure 4. 
Chapter 1 is the Introduction Chapter that highlights the overall background of the whole study, while Chapter 2 is the Literature Review which reviews the existing literature that is associated with the study topic. Chapter 3 is the Methodology, which highlights the Strauss and methods used for preparing the whole study. However, the last two chapters of consideration are Chapter 4, Findings and Analysis and Chapter 5, which is Conclusion & Recommendations. 
Figure 4. Dissertation Structure
[bookmark: _heading=h.b0kmou3wjuoq][image: ]
Source: Self-Developed

[bookmark: _heading=h.y297ypw5fqhr]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _heading=h.4ake71brcu9g]2.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to critically evaluate and synthesise existing literature in relevance to examining the influence of UK–INDIA free trade negotiations on market entry strategies of British SMEs. The chapter Has been review, compare and contrast perspectives on the context of trade liberalisation, SME internationalisation, and institutional barriers. It Has been focus on drawing empirical evidence and leveraging theoretical frameworks, such as the Uppsala Internationalisation Model and Dunning’s OLI Paradigm, based on which SME decision-making is altered by real changes. Furthermore, the chapter Has been provide a conceptual framework for determining variables and highlight the gaps in existing free trade negotiations research. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.wozoiqf2miqb]2.2 Conceptualising UK–India Trade Relations
According to Amin (2025), the trade relationship between India and the UK is deeply rooted in historical ties and has evolved into a mutually beneficial partnership over the years. The bond was manifested with the conclusion of the comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2021, a blueprint to strengthen India-UK cooperation in the upcoming decades and in diverse sectors. The study also noted that in the post-Brexit era, for the UK, India remained a significant country for the pursuit of the most comprehensive trade deals. For India, this has widened and deepened the network of reliable partners, while validating its diversification in restricting its economic dynamics. On the other hand, Khan et al. (2022) stated that post the occurrence of Brexit in 2020, the trade relations of the UK are showing potential impacts from capitalising opportunities, to reaping benefits, while mitigating challenges. In this instance, the study has found that post-Brexit, the UK is emphasising opening new institutional and commercial opportunities in support of establishing new trading partnerships globally. 
As per Elliott (2025), the trade agreement of the UK with India is the third largest. In 2024, India was the 12th largest trading partner of the UK, accounting for 2.4% of the total trade and $57 billion of total trade in goods and services. Further, it has been reported that the total trade deficit of the UK with India was £8.4 billion as of 2024, indicating the emergence of new trade agreements to enhance bilateral trade between the two countries to $34 billion annually from 2040 (Elliott, 2025). Elliott (2025) further postulated that despite the rising trade tensions in the global environment, the relationships between India and the UK are highlighted to be critical and significant in fostering partnerships for shared progress and prosperity, and creating meaningful impact of diverse initiatives, from the wider perspective of public, private and other stakeholders.
[bookmark: _heading=h.w06daap1x3tg]2.3 India-UK Free Trade Agreement
The India-UK Free Trade Agreement (FTA) is a landmark negotiation aimed at boosting bilateral trade and mobility. According to the Department of International Trade (2022), the FTA between India and the UK supports a strategy to continue developing national status as an independent trading nation, thereby championing trade and investment opportunities. In 2025, the Government of India finalised a landmark on the India-UK FTA, stating it to be a historic and ambitious deal in boosting exports and national growth. In this regard, FTA includes the tariff elimination of 99% of Indian tariff lines, also covering nearly 100% of trade value, and reduces tariffs on 90% of UK tariff lines (EY, 2025). 
Highlighting the key provisions of the India–UK FTA for small and medium enterprises (SMEs), Tandon (2021) argued on the feasibility of the FTA in addressing existing barriers, such as limited access to business networks, marketing information, and inadequate knowledge of the foreign market through renegotiations. This implies that SMEs can directly improve price competitiveness through tariff liberalisation. The study also observes cooperation provisions in terms of supporting SMEs with measures, including entrepreneurship and information & communications technology (ICT) training, networking opportunities, and improving skills on export engagement. Tandon (2021) also postulates that FTA provisions for SMEs are significant for gaining technical cooperation to achieve a better understanding of respective nations’ government procurement systems, promoting contracts, and so on. In contrast, Akram (2026) postulated that in the present instance and effective from 2027, the agreement is in legal scrubbing. This implies that prolonged negotiations are likely to cause uncertainty, making SMEs vulnerable to concerns, such as market entry delay. However, the final scope of the India–UK FTA of tariff cuts and provisions is significant for determining the real impact on SMEs. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.arnzbxhbr8bn]2.4 Market Entry Strategies and Free Trade Agreement 
Tanrıverdi et al. (2025) define market entry strategy as the ability of a firm to enter and operate in a foreign market. In the international landscape, market entry strategies significantly impact the success of a company in terms of accessing resources, risk tolerance, and aligning with trade policy. In the context of FTA India, Pandey and Unnikrishnan (2023) mentioned that the agreement reflects value addition for firms, supporting the entry of firms in the market with a higher value for goods and services. In this instance, market entry strategies, such as foreign direct investments (FDI) from an FDA partner, can lead to potential gains in the form of technology transfer, value-added linkage, trade-related investment flow, and access to greater varieties of intermediate goods and services, thereby aiding through brown- and green-field investments. 
Nevertheless, Yamarthi (2026) cited that India is estimated to become the third-largest economy globally by 2030. This denotes the focus of the nation on IT and business process outsourcing, where FTA is playing a significant role in opening market access to foreign ventures by reducing tariff burden, while attracting foreign direct investment (FDI). India is in the process of seeking transformation by signing the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) with the UK in 2025, where the FTA Has been cover goods, services, investment, and digital trade. However, Chaldun et al. (2024) argued that in the initial international expansion stage, SMEs, including those of the UK, leverage the indirect export market entry strategy. Despite its significance in the development of international business and network expansion, it shows unsatisfactory international performance, where aspects of the supply chain are hindered by specific policy objectives. This denotes that, pre-FTA, British SMEs show a higher reliance on indirect export to India due to high tariffs of up to 150% and complex compliance (Deloitte, 2025). Moreover, it can be determined that FTAs do not support the creation of new entry modes; rather, it influences the cost-benefit balance for resource-constrained British SMEs, where the UK-India FTA shows higher control and economically viable commitment modes.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bkf18ex350v0]2.5 Impact of UK–India Trade Negotiations on British Small Businesses
The study of Duke and Tewari (2022) shows that post-Brexit UK–India trade negotiations have become central in posing a direct impact on the operation of firms, particularly SMEs. This also highlights differential visa and trade policies for the macro stakeholders within the global trade community, including the Indian and the UK Governments. Conversely, Abu et al. (2024) noted that tariff intervention is crucial in enhancing industry competitiveness and encouraging varied exports, including value-added growth. A reduction in tariffs prompts the probability of SMEs engaging in export activities, while facilitating their entry into new export markets. On a similar note, LeMay and McMahon (2026) argued that in comparison to larger businesses, SMEs are more vulnerable to greater risks from forecast errors. Moreover, tariff uncertainty makes SMEs vulnerable to an increased risk of safety stock levels, eventually posing a more unstable impact on supplier orders. Akter et al. (2018) cautioned that regulatory uncertainty is a significant barrier to internationalisation for SMEs. In this instance, tariff interventions, such as the UK–India FTA, are significant in changing the dynamics of negotiation, with a lesser risk of competition and pricing pressure. In a country with unfavourable trade policies, SMEs are likely to experience both increased expenses and unpredictability, with the unfair disadvantage making them ineffective in adapting to changing market conditions. 
Department for Business and Trade of the UK. Gov (2026), the draft on UK–India FTA includes a standalone chapter dedicated to SMEs. However, the whole deal in response to the UK and India SMEs has been agreed in terms of mutual commitments on transparency and information-sharing, in addition to provisions that encourage cooperation to reduce trade barriers. In alignment with this, Agarwal (2023) highlighted the significant impact of the India-UK FTA on strengthening the new dimension of trade, including small businesses, with successful economic gains. Despite a crucial impact on changing geopolitical dynamics, the FTA brings advantages to strengthen economic ties, while minimising economic damage, which can impact the entry of British small businesses. 
Furthermore, Amin (2025) stated that the service sector of the UK in India in 2020 amounted to £3.3 billion, and India is steadily expanding its services sector, representing 54% of its economy. This implies that India, being the world’s second-largest services exporter, trade negotiations support credible access of UK firms to the Indian market, particularly UK telecommunications services, environment-related services and construction services industries, in addition to financial, professional business, and digital services. In this view, the UK–India FTA impacts British small businesses by lowering costs and minimising risk to shift from indirect to direct export. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.t1fbfbvocj5a]2.6 UK–INDIA Free Trade Negotiations Influence on British SMEs Market Entry
In the words of Wei and Yue (2026), FTA is detrimental in enhancing firms' export values and addressing the gap of trade liberalisation. The study, postulating a significant influence of FTA on export values and improving export stability, cited it to strengthen export-intensive margins and increase export quantities, particularly for small and medium-sized enterprises. Firms with high export values, such as the UK, with £925.5 billion in 2025, effectively thrive in the global market (GOV.UK, 2026). In this regard, Wei and Yue (2026) determined that FTA is critical in the enhancement of negotiation autonomy and implementation flexibility, while improving the trade performance and dimensions of trade activity of SMEs in the global value chain, such as in India. 
Further, Agarwal (2026) mentioned that the formation of FTA, formally referred to as CETA, is lowering tariffs, thereby increasing opportunities in the flow of goods and services in the path of becoming the world’s fastest-growing major economies. In 2025, bilateral trade was around £48 billion and is expected to raise the UK GDP by £4.8 billion and India’s GDP by £5.1 billion annually (Agarwal, 2026). CETA benefits in deepening the operationalisation, especially activities, including SMEs. This implies that in support of SMEs' market entry on the Indian landscape, CETA/FTA Has been help in gaining sector-specific guidance, rules-of-origin explainers, customs training, licensing and standards support, trade finance and market intelligence.  In addition to addressing systematic barriers, such as access to markets, finance, information, technology and skills, thereby showing the negotiation to be more transparent and offering a practical effect on the trading activities of British small firms. 
Singh and Tomer (2024) stated that in fostering the entry of SMEs into international markets, FTAs can aid in participation in the global value chain. However, the study also identifies the failure of FTAs to recognise other avenues of trade, such as locally produced goods, which can limit the identification of international demand prospects via trade integration. In this regard, it can be noted that most of the foreign exporters in India function via export houses, which eventually present obstacles to effective internationalisation. Furthermore, FTA also restricts foreign SMEs from gaining a credible understanding of trade-related processes, including paperwork and non-tariff barriers (NTBs), which can affect the flow of goods and services in the new market (Singh and Tomer, 2024). This denotes influence to be conditional, necessitating support for British SMEs on compliance and logistics, where FTA is found only to minimise macro barriers and not micro barriers. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.r6bfbgdppw81]2.7 Regulatory Certainty on the Structure of Foreign Expansion for Small Businesses
In fast-paced globalisation, Chishty et al. (2025) mentioned regulatory uncertainty as a significant obstacle hindering the entry of SMEs into a foreign market. The internationalisation of SME in India is significant to a different degree of uncertainty due to the presence of limited financial resources and working capital. However, FTA is significant for gaining regulatory certainty as it simplifies compliance and navigates unpredictable cross-border costs, with transparent tariffs and customs rules. On a similar note, Cernat et al. (2025) stated that FTAs support the globalization of SMEs by reducing trade costs on bilateral trade flows and lowering tariffs. As a result, FTA leads to simpler customs procedures and harmonised regulatory standards, thereby enabling firms to access foreign markets. The mechanism of trade negotiation, such as that of the UK–India FTA, is highly relevant for British SMEs, which often face significant to high barriers to trade due to limited resources and scale.
On the other hand, Tandon (2025) mentioned that FTAs are significant in addressing market deficit and network challenges of the SME. Trade information is available in the Indian Government's official website, but language barriers and the legal and technical aspects of the guidance can hinder its use. Since in India, FTAs have remained sub-optimally utilised, the greater utilisation of FTAs Has been improving prospects for SME, thereby strengthening cooperation in the foreign market. SMEs being the cornerstone of the Indian economic structure, as it contributes a total of 28.9% to GDP and 31.8% to GVA, and trade negotiations, if feasible, can help reduce the deficit and inadequacy of the market network, with the establishment of a focused support programme for SMEs, such as that of the UK (Tandon, 2025). Additionally, the World Trade Organisation (WTO, 2026) has also evidenced that harmonisation of compliance through FTA leads to the reduction of at least 40% trade policy volatility. For British SMEs, this implies the India-UK Free Trade Agreement (FTA) translates to higher investment by gaining access to clarified rules; however, failure of the negotiation can worsen risk, due to which policy clarity provision is critical in the market entry of SMEs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.p0cpofkvs0ad]2.8 Operational Barriers for British SMEs Entering India
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are regarded as the backbone of any economy and contribute around 90% of business and even more than 50% of employment throughout the world (Mishra et al., 2023). Their contribution is found to be especially significant in a number of emerging developing nations where both poverty and unemployment are found to be prevalent issues. SMEs can gain numerous benefits from internationalisation, but they may also face different barriers in the process (Mishra et al., 2023). At the same time, the study by Mujakperuo, (2024), has clearly stated that Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are generally regarded as the engine room for growth in several economies. They accurately represent a huge proportion of the overall market segments and ultimately contribute significantly towards economic development. UK SMEs face one common challenge, which mainly includes the required access to finance. Apart from these issues, SMEs are also facing issues such as the lack of the required skilled workforce and regulatory barriers (Mujakperuo, 2024). SME growth can be constrained by unfavourable UK Government policies, financial pressures and infrastructure constraints.
International trade has faced a number of key challenges like protectionism, the exploitation of workers, along with the environmental concerns that are required to be addressed to effectively ensure that it stays sustainable and benefits all the parties who have been involved. The key findings of the study further suggest that although trade between India and the UK has been significant and even growing gradually, there is still unrealised potential. This unrealised potential may directly result in greater welfare gains for both countries, the UK and India (Alama et al., 2024). The overall impact of geopolitical tensions, particularly on internationalisation strategies of UK SMEs, has been an increasing focus for academics. This has been great focus mainly due to the dynamic and sometimes even volatile nature of the global political environment. Additionally, it has been identified that geopolitical tensions now serve as central movers of both world trade and investment patterns, specifically for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the United Kingdom (Onohwakpo, 2025). Hence, all these tensions have been the reason that has made market access more complex. It also leads to the alter both competitive dynamics as well as increased economic exposure. Furthermore, geopolitical and business relationships have further raised the susceptibility of organisations, which mainly entails a greater risk of insolvency that SMEs Has been have hurdles in protecting themselves from.
[bookmark: _heading=h.higvlq2316nd]2.9 Strategies for British SMEs to Adjust Market Positioning in Evolving Indian Economic Policies
While entering the Indian market, the British SMEs need to accurately adjust the market positioning to successfully adjust its position in the market. The firms are required to have a set of internationalisation knowledge that can help to adjust the existing strategies with the desired place where the business aims to expand. Internationalisation knowledge is about the experiential knowledge of the firm's overall resources and capabilities to systematically conduct business in foreign markets. This particular knowledge is particularly entrenched in the routines of the firms (Martín et al., 2022). Additionally, the foreign business knowledge is about the experiential knowledge of the firm regarding customers and competitors. This is also about the way of doing business within the foreign markets. On the other hand, the study has highlighted that one of the major programmes that has been launched by the Indian Government is the Start-up Initiative. This has been created with the aim of promoting SMEs specifically for the development of the Indian Economy (Kaur, 2025). It further aims to create a solid ecosystem mainly for supporting both startups and innovation in the nation. This has been encouraging the opening of even more SMEs that assist in fostering long-term economic growth and are also helpful in accurately creating a significant number of job opportunities. Hence, these initiatives can create opportunities and provide support to the British SMEs who aim to enter the Indian Economy.
SMEs have a direct and significant impact on effectively developing Asian nations and are necessary to the economic growth of the region. At the same time, the potential of SMEs to expand internationally is also found to be still largely untapped, particularly within the developing economies. However, the study has also noted that the size of the firm moderates the relationship that further exists between networking capabilities and the internationalisation of SMEs. Furthermore, both firm-level resources and capabilities directly affect the internationalisation of SMEs, which is mainly from a resource-based point of view and even from a dynamic capability standpoint (Lakshman et al., 2025). This is further supported by the point of view of Martín et al. (2022) that firms should have knowledge regarding the overall resources and capabilities to accurately conduct business in foreign markets. Hence, to succeed in the foreign market, the SMEs need to analysis the existing capabilities and then need to take advantage of the other operational policies of the country too. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.h1sml8bujxr9]2.10 Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _heading=h.ubsez8m77ixi]2.10.1 Uppsala Internationalisation Model
The Uppsala model of Internationalisation, according to Arvidsson and Arvidsson (2019), is significant for determining incremental and learning-based market entry processes. The study explores different phases of entering the international market, in relation to the situation of the firm, market, and market knowledge. The model determines that learning and commitment-building take time and are distant in terms of psychic distance, including differences in language, politics, and geography, which makes acquiring knowledge and information from the market significantly difficult. 
Figure. Uppsala model of Internationalisation
[image: ]
Source: Adapted from: Schweizer and Vahlne, 2021
In relevance to the entry of British SMEs on the Indian market during the UK–India FTA negotiations, the Uppsala model of Internationalisation shows the presence of high psychic distance and its impact on UK SMEs. In this regard, the impact varies from complex Goods and Services Tax (GST), fragmented distribution, and relationship-based business culture (Singhal et al., 2022). Moreover, the direct impact of FTA on the internationalisation process of UK SMEs can be determined in terms of reducing the effect of psychic distance by harmonising customs rules and offering foreign firms first access to the information portal and clarifying regulations, while making the policy less volatile and uncertain, thereby allowing direct export (Schweizer and Vahlne, 2021). Furthermore, UK SMEs can enable experiential learning, as lower tariffs and trade facilitation Has been help to effectively scale into the Indian market competition.
In the present research, the model is significant for examining how British SMEs Has been adopting and change entry strategies over time in response to FTA. Besides, the model also supports determining the influence of FTA on resource-constrained firms, which fail to show an immediate response to the FDI (foreign direct investment) market entry process. However, relying on the assumption of the Uppsala model Has been lead to slow exploration regarding the FTA external shock. In addition to cultural bias, the model might not be able to fully capture insights into how British SMEs are surviving in the fluctuating Indian market economic structure. Moreover, the model offers research with a lens in exploring British SMEs' internationalisation post UK–INDIA free trade negotiations.
[bookmark: _heading=h.rm3ytj5h1tg3]2.10.2 Eclectic Paradigm / OLI Framework
Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm, as per Li et al. (2026), is significant for evaluating the benefits of FDI on firms. The model supports evaluating core advantages in relevance to ownership, location, and internalisation (OLI), where ownership involves proprietary information, location to access to resource availability and cost-effectiveness, and internalisation determines the benefits of partnerships. 
Figure. Dunning’s Eclectic Paradigm
[image: ]
Source: Adapted from: Ailani, 2024
In the context of the UK–India FTA, the Eclectic Paradigm highlights direct alteration of local advantages and internationalisation advantages by the UK SMEs. Despite India offering a market size, growth, and low-cost production, the presence of high tariffs and regulatory risk is likely to reduce the location advantage for SMEs (Tomar and Bhattacharjee, 2024). Besides, high trade costs and weak intellectual property enforcement pre-FTA can pressure SMEs to adopt market entry strategies, such as licensing, leading to disputes over settlement and customs facilitation, thereby lowering transaction costs. Moreover, firms specialised in green tech or fintech can gain an ownership advantage in response to quality, sustainability, and innovation. 
In the context of the present research, the model is significant in answering the question of the influence of FTA on British SMEs' entry strategy. It Has been help to directly connect trade policy variables to firm-based strategic choice. However, OLI fails in explaining the relationship between entry modes and where Uppsala is significant.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3fijcc3q9d6c]2.11 Conceptual Framework
Figure. Conceptual Framework
[image: ]
Source: (Self-Developed)
The study proposes that UK–India FTA provisions have a significant influence on British SMEs’ market entry strategies. In this regard, the study identifies independent variables in response to tariff reduction & market access, regulatory certainty & trade facilitation and SME support mechanisms. Besides, it determines dependent variables as the choice of market entry mode, speed of internationalisation, level of resource commitment, and market scope & sector expansion. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.d350d15h3z4b]2.12 Literature Gap
The existing research shows a significant gap in relevance to offering insights into macroeconomic impacts, and with a larger focus on multinational enterprises. This determines the presence of limited empirical work pertaining to SMEs, specifically British SMEs. Most of the studies have been conducted in emerging markets, such as Nigeria, thereby showing a critical gap to address UK firms. Besides, the literature has also concentrated on SMEs from a wider context with no alignment on UK–INDIA free trade negotiations on market entry strategies of British SMEs. Moreover, the present research on SME-related FTA provisions, despite being recent, is general and lacks sector-specific analysis, particularly on British SMEs post-Brexit. In this regard, the present research aims to address this gap by ensuring a focus on UK–India FTA provisions and their influence on market entry strategies of UK SMEs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1ryvtg5egvr5]2.13 Chapter Summary 
The literature review chapter has discussed the key insights on the UK-India Trade Relations and has mentioned how the Free Trade Agreement between the countries, the UK and India, has led to multiple advantages for both the countries. It has been explained how the strategies and agreement aspects have ultimately affected the entry strategies of British SMEs to operate within the Indian market. This chapter has highlighted that regulatory uncertainty has been one significant obstacle that was hindering the entry of SMEs into a foreign market. Additionally, the chapter has mentioned that SMEs need to have proper ideas about the resources and capabilities and make further adjustments to the policies to enter successfully in the Indian market. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.j78n44pv706l]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _heading=h.jyz7tboks2j1]3.1 Introduction
This chapter critically presents the approach that has been taken for the analysis of the impact of the ongoing negotiations on the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between the UK and India on the internationalisation strategies of the British SMEs. With that said, quantitative approaches can help reveal general trends in business behaviour, but not as well in what is meant by policy uncertainty and how it influences managerial decision-making processes. Therefore, a qualitative approach is employed since this approach is useful to creation of opinions, views and concepts related to the managerial decision-making process and is in line with the context of the study. The chapter’s key strengths are that it fully justifies the research philosophy, approach, design, sampling and data collection and analysis techniques, ethical considerations, research quality and study limitations.
[bookmark: _heading=h.4x4rumw5uio0]3.2 Research Philosophy
[bookmark: _heading=h.3d7xhq3uthhi]The interpretivist ontological paradigm is used in this study as it aims to explore British SMO decision makers' perceptions and reactions to the uncertainty engulfed by the talks surrounding Free Trade Agreement negotiations between the UK and India as a country. Positive thinking can expect the organisational behaviour to be measurable and quantified, while ignoring the contextual and subjective elements of strategic decisions. In contrast, interpretivism recognizes that market entry is influenced by the experiences, risk perceptions, organizational capabilities and institutional environments of the managers (Qin, Meyer and Nielsen, 2026). This way of thinking allows a greater understanding of various managerial views and enriches their internationalisation planning and strategies analysis, which could not be given with numerical analysis, under regulatory uncertainties.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3j18nh8ddpew]3.3 Research Approach
The approach taken in this study is an inductive qualitative investigation to gain in-depth knowledge about the uncertainty around the UK – India Free Trade Agreement (FTA) negotiations and how British SMEs perceive and react to the uncertainty. The deductive approach is one in which a theory or hypothesis is tested in order to determine its accuracy or falsity, while the inductive approach is one in which information from the participants' experiences and perceptions emerge (Robinson and Bailey-Rodriguez, 2025). The Uppsala Internationalisation Model and Dunning's Eclectic (OLI) Paradigm have been used as background to understand the aspects of the findings and the analysis though these are not predetermining the analysis. Rather than this, themes elicited from semi-structured interviews illuminate the phenomenon of decisions towards internationalisation, providing context-specific insights that can augment or interrupt current theoretical approaches, as does Saeedikiya, Salunke, and Kowalkiewicz (2024).
[bookmark: _heading=h.hr24i85m153f]3.4 Research Design
This study takes a qualitative multiple case study approach to understanding the strategic response of British SMEs to changing negotiations of the UK-India Free Trade Agreement (FTA). Single case studies provide an in-depth understanding of one organisational context, but may lack opportunities for comparison across cases and do not provide a high level of transferability of findings (Annamalah et al., 2025). In turn, multiple case study approach allows for exploring the SME experiences from various industries and identifying some common trends and case specific differences in SMEs internationalisation decisions (Vanninen, Keränen and Kuivalainen, 2021). In addition, the mix of semi-structured interviews and documentary analysis enables methodological triangulation, which helps increase the credibility of the information gained by bringing together the information from managers while supplementing it with the policy and trade information in the context of the realities of the business.
[bookmark: _heading=h.r2vgsgq82qid]3.5 Research Strategy
Demonstrating that this study follows a primary qualitative research approach and is rooted in an interpretive research philosophy, the study seeks to investigate how the negotiations around the Free Trade Agreement between the United Kingdom and India affect the internationalisation strategies of British SMEs. A qualitative strategy would allow us to obtain a deeper insight into participants' experiences, perceptions, and strategic decision-making, as opposed to quantitative strategies, which attempt to measure things objectively. (Cheong et al., 2023) Primary data sources are semi-structured interviews with the owners and senior managers of SMEs with existing experience of internationalisation activities. To explain or deepen the results of the empirical evidence, the interpretation of which is made more robust by the addition of references to relevant papers by the UK Government and the Department for Business and Trade (DBT).
[bookmark: _heading=h.ffkoq6svasrq]3.6 Sampling Strategy
As this study is based on the interpretivist approach to research, a purposive sample has been used in recruiting this study's respondents. In purposive sampling, the focus is not on sampling to achieve the statistical representativeness of a sample as in probability sampling, but rather on the selection of a sample that can describe a phenomenon meaningfully and be rich in information, and in this regard can contribute knowledge as an information bearer (Ntale et al., 2025). The first data sources consist of semi-structured interviews with SME owners and senior managers that are engaged in or contemplating business transactions in India. Their hands-on experiences serve as the underpinning for the qualitative analysis and allow for better understanding of policy uncertainty in strategic decision making. This method threads the interpretivist tradition of highlighting the subject experience of the participants with an attempt to keep the evidence as contextualized as needed for the aims of the research (Khan et al., 2026).
[bookmark: _heading=h.mndehgzhlnt8]3.7 Data Collection Methods
Primary, qualitative, and semi-structured interviews are used in this study to gather the data. Structured interviews are based on a set of interview questions and focus on a predefined agenda, which can be useful to ensure participants are interviewed in a consistent manner, but also limit the participant’s potential to explore complex strategic experiences (Kahlke et al. 2025). Unstructured interviews, on the other hand, allow for more flexibility of approach and can lower the ability for comparability among individuals. Thus, semi-structured interviews were deemed to be suitable as they allow flexibility and depth while still maintaining certain consistency to enable the participants to dive deeper into topics of uncertainty around regulations, different methods for entering the market, the timing of investment, and challenges faced in the operation of their businesses (Al-Fattal, 2025). The interviews, which typically last for around 20-30 minutes, are allowed to be held through Microsoft Teams, Zoom and face-to-face as appropriate, providing in-depth contextual data which facilitate an understanding of managerial decision-making in the rapidly changing UK–India trade landscape.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1xo1xx1y8o68]3.8 Data Analysis Method
This study adopts thematic analysis as an approach to analysing the interview data according to Braun and Clarke six steps. The generally used alternative qualitative approaches, such as content analysis, tend to be more directed towards counting how many times concepts occurred, but lack an analysis of what else participants' experiences might mean. Unlike qualitative content analysis, though, thematic analysis offers more flexibility in finding, analysing and interpreting the patterns that occur within the data (Ahmed et al., 2025). The interview data have then been transcribed exactly as heard and repeatedly reviewed to obtain data familiarisation, systematically coded and heavily mapped into broader themes/analysis of the interviews: regulation, uncertainty of the regulatory climate; market entry strategies; investment decisions; and operational barriers. The resultant themes have then been critically analysed using theories of internationalisation, to facilitate a full understanding of the impact of policy uncertainty on strategic decision-making by British SMEs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.d9ea1nbzo2w5]3.9 Reliability, Validity and Trustworthiness
For the qualitative research, trustworthiness is more apt than statistical reliability and validity to judge the quality of research. This study therefore has credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The process of conducting semi-structured interviews consistently and getting accurate recording of transcripts, enhances the credibility of the study, while the transparent research process contributed to the dependability. Systematic coding and an audit trail ensures there is minimisation of researcher bias, thus confirming the processes of coding. Finally, enriched contextual descriptions of participants and organisational settings have facilitated transferability; and the reader can judge how applicable findings might be in other SME situations.
[bookmark: _heading=h.r0mxt9qg5pxy]3.10 Ethical Considerations and Research Limitations
The research has been conducted following the ethical guidelines, UK GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 guidelines. Participants have been given a Participant Information Sheet and have given informed written consent prior to interviews. The participation is voluntary, and at any time the participant can withdraw. All records from interviews have been anonymised, encrypted and conveyed with safeguards for confidentiality. One drawback is that negotiations regarding the Free Trade Agreement between the UK and India are still underway, so perceptions may shift as additional changes to the agreement are announced (Vasilopoulou et al. 2025). In addition, although the purposive sample is small, offering rich information, it is not possible to make any statistical generalisations.
[bookmark: _heading=h.5brbnjn29anm]3.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter has justified and expounded the school of thought that guided the study, which is the Interpretivist approach to qualitative research with multiple case study design, purposive sampling, semi-structured interview, thematic analysis and ethical consideration. The methodological approach employed gives a robust basis to analyse the effect of UK–India FTA negotiations on British SMEs internationalisation strategies. Moreover, the chapter set the criteria for data collection, analysis and data quality control so the research process is systematic, ethical, transparent and the data produces credible and trustworthy results that set the research aim and objectives are achieved.

[bookmark: _heading=h.rj6cmqjxit1m]Chapter 4: Findings
[bookmark: _heading=h.qnvytig67qlx]4.1 Introduction
This chapter offers a detailed analysis of evidence collected in the context of the ten semi-structured interviews conducted with representatives of British SMEs looking at the impact of the UK-India FTA on internationalisation and market entry. Thematic analysis is used to gain insight into perceptions of convergence and divergence with respect to FTA opportunities, policy uncertainty, preferred entry modes, regulatory certainty and timing of investments. Persistent cultural or relationship barriers and operational barriers that can limit market access even after markets are tariff liberalised are also taken into account. Lastly, the findings are critically analysed and compared with the research goals and theories, especially that of "the gradual commitment model" and "the market learning model" used as the basis of this study.
[bookmark: _heading=h.5tvaqgfz60k2]4.2 Participant Overview and Interview Context
Table. 4.1 Participant Overview
Interviewee	Position	Main perspective
Interviewee 1	Senior Manager	International expansion and market entry
Interviewee 2	Owner/Managing Director	SME expansion and partnerships
Interviewee 3	International Business Manager	Internationalisation strategy
Interviewee 4	Managing Director	Exporting and regulatory uncertainty
Interviewee 5	Commercial Director	Commercial opportunities and investment
Interviewee 6	Operations Director	Logistics and operational barriers
Interviewee 7	Founder/Director	Partnerships and market positioning
Interviewee 8	Business Development Manager	Market development and partnerships
Interviewee 9	Founder/Operations Manager	Exporting and operational planning
Interviewee 10	Managing Director	Investment and strategic adaptation

[bookmark: _heading=h.mri8thqyhe4v]4.3 Thematic Analysis Process
Table 4.2 Thematic Table
Theme	Keywords	Participant Quotations	Relevance
Theme 1: FTA Opportunities and Continuing Uncertainty	Tariffs, opportunity, uncertainty	I1: “Lower tariffs and clearer rules could make India more commercially attractive.” 	I2: “The uncertainty has mainly affected the timing of our expansion.”	Shows that FTA benefits are recognised, but uncertainty influences SME decisions.
Theme 2: Market-Entry Mode and Gradual Internationalisation	Exporting, distributors, partnerships	I3: “Direct export supported by an Indian partner.” 	I4: “I would initially choose direct exporting through an established local distributor.”	Demonstrates preference for lower-risk and gradual entry.
Theme 3: Regulatory Certainty, Investment Timing and Commitment	Regulation, costs, investment	I5: “Clear rules would improve our confidence.” I6: “Stable and transparent rules would make the market easier to manage.”	Connects regulatory clarity with investment confidence and planning.
Theme 4: Operational, Cultural and Relationship Barriers	Logistics, compliance, culture, relationships	I7: “Finding trustworthy local partners is another challenge.” 	I8: “Logistics and compliance would still be important.”	Shows that FTA benefits cannot eliminate practical market-entry barriers.
Theme 5: Strategic positioning & adaptation	Adaptation, flexibility, expertise	I9: “We would focus on our specialist capabilities and adapt our offering.” 	I10: “Flexibility allows SMEs to adjust their positioning.”	Indicates the need for locally responsive and flexible strategies.

[bookmark: _heading=h.i2if7mr5ymr5]4.4 Theme 1: FTA Opportunities and Continuing Uncertainty
The interviews show a general sense that the UK–India FTA is a good opportunity, but with some uncertainty. According to Interviewee 1, the biggest advantage to us was “The main benefit for us would be lower trading costs and clearer rules”; Interviewee 2 said that it was the make-or-break of engaging in negotiations that got the business to “consider India more seriously.”. “Improved predictability” was also a vital benefit found by Interviewee 3, possibly indicating a preference among SMEs for certainty in regulation, as well as tariff cuts.
But the fact is that perceived opportunity does not always result in swift market entry. While waiting for the certainty, Interviewee 1 explained, “We have continued researching the Indian market while delaying any significant commitment until there is greater certainty” Likewise, Interviewee 3 said, “uncertainty during the negotiations made us cautious about committing resources.” As per the theme Sen, Sensarma and Saggar (2026) stated the uncertainty in policy means it predominantly works as a tool to gauge risk and to time investments, but it does not discourage investors from investing in India.
The gaps between optimism and caution are even more pronounced in Interviewee 2's response that “has mainly affected the timing of our expansion rather than our interest in the Indian market”. It is important to understand that the FTA cannot automatically be seen as a facilitator for internationalisation. Instead, it serves as a make-up and lessens the negative perception of India's market as SMEs evaluate the related risks and benefits. The FTA as “an enabler that can support gradual internationalisation rather than a guarantee of success” it is confirmed by interviewee 3. The results highlight that while the FTA might have commercial value, the uncertainty that now exists. According to García (2023) the urgent need to be cautious towards the FTA does not deter SMEs from being interested in the FTA in the first place.
[bookmark: _heading=h.8cgmpbvtb0p]4.5 Theme 2: Market-Entry Mode and Gradual Internationalisation
The interviews illustrate an overall preference for less risky, more incremental approaches to the market. Interviewee 1 said, “Direct exporting would probably be our preferred starting point” looking into an Indian distributor or strategic partner.” Interviewee 2, on the other hand, emphasised partnerships, saying “I would initially choose a local partnership or distributor arrangement,” because “local knowledge can be extremely valuable.”
According to Mishrif and Khan (2024), the convergence indicates that the benefits of a possible FTA do not appear to be enough to warrant the positive investment with high commitments for the SMEs. Rather, export and/or partnership structures offer ways to ensure that demand is tested, market information and financial risk are obtained. When asked about exporting, Interviewee 9 made it clear that this “to test customer demand without establishing a physical operation.”
Local partnerships also have an important role in knowledge acquisition. Interviewee 7 said, “I think local knowledge is essential,” and Interviewee 4 said, “knowledge of local customers and regulations.” Therefore, partnerships can help address SMEs' lack of familiarity with the commercial and regulatory context in India (Fajarika, Trapsilawati and Sopha, 2024). Results reveal a strong inclination towards export channels where distributors and partnerships imply that SMEs prefer to move step by step into a less risky area before significantly investing.
However, participants were not totally homogeneous. Interviewee 3 recognised that “Licensing could be considered depending on the product and intellectual property requirements,”. On the other hand, Interviewee 10 did not favour giving a nod to the “going-concern” stand-up of subsidiaries, given the financial commitment would be too high without sufficient evidence of demand.” The evidence overall suggests a continuum of exporting/partnership to a higher level of commitment following market learning, rather than a one-way entry path into the FTA.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bq37c939xnzv]4.6 Theme 3: Regulatory Certainty, Investment Timing and Commitment
Aldawsari (2024)  explained regulatory uncertainty proved to be one huge factor that essentially influenced the entry of the British SMEs in India to the extent of when and how. Both interviewees 1 and 2 highlighted the importance of having a clean regulatory environment in order to enable better financial planning stating "regulatory certainty would therefore reduce risk and make our financial planning more reliable” and “calculate costs and plan operations.”. These uncertainties are not just about the tariffs they might be impacted by, but extend to the uncertainty regarding customs-related processes, documentation, standards and taxation, all of which impact the predictability of potential returns.
It also contains evidence of a significant correlation between regulatory clarity and when to invest. Interviewee 3 added, “greater certainty would probably allow us to move more quickly.” Likewise, Interviewee 4 noted that “probably bring the decision forward,” however also explained that the company would do lesser investments first and learn from the marketplace. Interviewee 8 reiterates this trend, suggesting that a more explicit process would help ensure that the discussion would become more active earlier but it would ease its way.
Notably the interviews separate and distinguish between early investment and big investment. Interviewee 7 said that making things more certain would make the assessment easier, but “we would still start with a smaller investment.” Interviewee 9 and others shared a similar preference, that is, to “start earlier with a smaller commitment” and then look to ramp up investment once you have gained market experience. Interviewee 10 also said that it would be phasing investments and rely on the market results. The results reveal the importance of regulatory certainty in shaping the odds of entry of SMEs into India as well as the size, intensity, and degree of commitment to investment (Ayoungman et al., 2025).
Therefore the regulatory certainty has an impact not only on entry into India by the SMEs, but when, how and the extent of the commitment (Prasannath et al., 2024). On the whole, this evidence confirms the claimed proposition of the dissertation as well as demonstrating that the uncertainty of the policy does not disclose resource constraint and the commercial risk can also not vanish if there is policy certainty.
[bookmark: _heading=h.c6jimytj665j]4.7 Theme 4: Operational, Cultural and Relationship Barriers
The interviews effectively reveal that there are still reality challenges to getting into India despite the liberalisation of tariff barriers. For interviewee 6, logistics are an ongoing issue as “distribution networks vary” and compliance and documentation is a process that needs to be on fire. In a similar observation, interviewee 9 reports that “logistics would remain a major issue””, along with adherence to regulations and finding distributors that are suitable. Each of these answers underlines that lower tariffs only deal with one element of overall market entry costs.
There are also cultural and relationship barriers covered in this evidence. Customer expectations may differ from what is found in Britain, ““customer expectations may differ from those in Britain,” as Interviewee 1 admits. Interviewee 7 extends this concept, stating that “cultural awareness also helps avoid communication problems” and that a business and product that is competitive could be affected if they don't consider these. Interviewee 4 also places a strong emphasis on establishing trust and gaining insight into the workings of the local partners and customers.
It is then obvious that there is a difference between facilitation at a macro level and implementation at a micro level. Interviewee 8 agreed that the FTA can help increase accessibility, but reasons that “logistics and compliance would still be important.” Interviewee 10 also emphasises compliance and distribution and logistics even at lower rates. The interviews reveal two overlapping sets of barriers: first, policy and tariff issues at the macro level; and second, operational capability, cultural factors and relationships at the firm level. The FTA can do something to lessen the former, but cannot automatically solve the latter.
[bookmark: _heading=h.29p1eo1irhbs]4.8 Theme 5: Strategic Market Positioning and Adaptation
The interviews suggest that British SMEs must differentiate their offers and products, rather than being solely price-driven or relying on tariff benefits, to succeed in entering markets. Interviewee 4 also highlighted “quality and specialist capabilities rather than trying to compete solely on price,” and Interviewee 7 agreed, saying that “quality, expertise and reliability.” should be the three things firms are interested in. This indicates that cost savings generated by the FTA are seen as complementary and not as the key to competitiveness.
Local adaptation must be the same also. Interviewee 9 believed SMEs should “adapt our offering to local requirements,”, and Interviewee 2 put forward the notion of being flexible and keeping an eye on the downside risks of policy implementation, including cost, customers and competitors. Interviewee 10 made a similar comment that “conditions will remain unchanged” and pointed to the significance of flexibility as SMEs cater to the needs of both present and future customers.
The results thus suggest an adaptive process rather than a snap decision at those moments when countries enter internationalisation (Surana et al., 2024). As for regional differences, Interviewee 3 emphasises the need for knowing customers in each region, and Interviewee 8 emphasises the value of policy monitoring being an ongoing process. The ten interviews indicate that there is a need to link opportunities linked to the FTA with differentiated capacities, local adaptation and strategic flexibility, overall.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bqk2o4ybqog1]4.9 Cross-Case Comparison of Findings
Overall, India is seen as an appealing opportunity in all 10 interviews and tariff reduction and regulatory clarity are seen favourably. Participants, however, work on different focuses; the large group for I1-I4 are interested in export/partnership; I5-I10 more in investment/operation/adaptation. This convergence reinforces the findings from Cernat et al. (2025), who suggest the negatives for FTAs lie in what they call “micro-level” compliance and logistics constraints, while Singh and Tomer (2024) highlight the importance of noting that. So, FTA effects will, therefore, be non-uniform.
The overall findings demonstrate that FTA benefits do not automatically happen. This is consistent with Tandon (2021), who suggests that: "Support and information for SMEs are crucial in the utilisation of FTAs. In the same way, Akter et al. (2018) have mentioned that uncertainty in regulation is one of the factors that become obstacles to internationalisation of SMEs. The evidence from the interviews thus indicates that the role of firm resources as well as the availability of information and the perceived risk level are the operational levers explaining the impact of trade liberalisation on SMEs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.m74rs34we1z2]4.10 Findings in Relation to Research Objectives and Research Questions
The findings directly respond to the study objectives by showing the impact of FTA provisions on entry decisions via the aspects of tariffs, regulatory uncertainty, and trade facilitation. The preference for exporting and partnerships from the participants agrees with the researchers of Chaldun et al. (2024), who come to the conclusion that exporting is an initial SME strategy for internationalisation and partnerships are categorised by the researchers as an intermediate strategy of exporting for internationalisation. The internationalisation barrier identified by the researchers is regulatory uncertainty, which is supported by the preference of participants in the present research. The evidence also reveals its impact on investment timing and commitment, consistent with the findings that FTA influence works through resources of the firm, market knowledge, and perceived risk. The results further support the findings of Chaldun et al. (2024) which show exporting to be an important first internationalisation strategy for SMEs. They also support Cernat et al., 2025 who argue that the FTAs have the possibility of lowering trade and regulatory obstacles, which would be beneficial. The results of the interviews, however, show that the benefits are linked to complementary capacities, such as market knowledge, compliance capacity and partnerships, so answering the questions of the research more critically.
[bookmark: _heading=h.kx0nb85w1fix]4.11 Theoretical Interpretation
The study results strongly confirm the importance of small steps, learning by doing and growing market knowledge, as emphasised in the Uppsala model. This is reflected in the preference of interviewees for exporting prior to increased commitment. They also correlate to Dunning's OLI Model as location attractiveness to the SMEs coincide with location control and location synergy etc. The results, however, suggest that both of these frameworks fail to adequately account for these aspects of regulatory uncertainty and policy shift caused by FTAs. Uppsala's focus on “experiential learning” and “commitments” is well supported by the findings, and uncertainty is alleviated through the use of network relationships that provide knowledge and trust. This is one of the main reasons for SME's gradual entry and preference to work together. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.39r3ivv2otmu]4.12 Chapter Summary
In summary, the ten interviews show that the UK–India FTA opens up opportunities via lower tariffs and increased predictability without removing the risk of accessing markets. A preference for gradual exporting, logistic and compliance challenges and cultural barriers are still important to SMEs. For this reason, regulatory clarity, resources, market knowledge and strategic adaptation, in addition to FTA benefits are essential to the success of internationalisation.

[bookmark: _heading=h.78y814qgopf9]Chapter 5: Discussion 
[bookmark: _heading=h.ajdxqe3911eg]5.1 Introduction
Internationalisation is not a process that is automatically brought about through the UK-India Free Trade Agreement (FTA) for SMEs. Its meaning becomes apparent when tariff decreases, regulatory frameworks and expectations, and predictability change perceptions about opportunity and risk. Liberalisation is described in the literature as being able to lower trade costs and increase market access, and that there is uncertainty and information shortages. The interview evidence provides an additional ‘behavioural' dimension: firms can get interested in India without making a big investment. Entry mode, timing, intensity of investment, and ability to operate and adapt are discussed and a re-examination of Uppsala and OLI. A critical examination of the evidence is therefore the present discussion, rather than the consideration of the observed patterns as of universal application. The interaction between uncertainty and resource constraints and its impact on SME decisions is discussed in particular detail. This allows us to identify the consistencies and tensions between existing internationalisation perspectives and findings.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tgg03libdtyh]5.2 FTA Opportunities and Continuing Uncertainty
Abu et al. (2024) have a strong association between reducing tariff rates and increasing SMEs' involvement in export markets, which aligns with this study's findings. Cernat et al. (2025) build upon this argument and argue that bilateral trade costs can be lowered through the application of FTAs, which can also alleviate trade tariffs, customs issues, and regulatory challenges. In a similar fashion, Wei and Yue (2026) link FTAs to higher export values and stability and quantities, suggesting that liberalisation can enhance the commercial environment for SMEs to export. These viewpoints see economic mechanisms, but may overlook uncertainty prior to the benefits.
A more qualified interpretation is provided by Tandon (2021; 2025), who emphasises the role of information, institutional support and effective FTA use. Formal preferential access doesn't always imply that managers have the knowledge or resources to make the best of it. This qualification is supported by evidence from the interview. The changes in trading costs, rules and predictability were welcomed, while the uncertainty remained a challenge to making decisions regarding significant commitment. One participant said that his decision to expand was based on uncertainty, not on an interest in India, and another said he still did some market research but he was not committed to the expansion until later. So the opportunity remained without forfeiture even in the event of delay in action.
In line with Akter et al. (2018), who recognise regulatory uncertainty as a hurdle for SMEs' internationalisation, it has been introduced with nuances. Uncertainty doesn't necessarily have to be a yes/no wall, with yes meaning entry and no meaning withdrawal. Instead, it acts as a risk assessment tool which can be adjusted, depending on the allocation of resources and the amount of risk that managers are prepared to take. The focus on uncertainty is also seen in the idea that uncertainty is not a problem for eliminating interest in investing; rather, it is relevant to investment time, as conceptualised by Sen, Sensarma and Saggar (2026).
Thus, internationalisation is not just a matter of the FTA, but a condition that can be enabled by the FTA. When SMEs understand and interpret regulatory information, evaluate demand and deal with uncertainty, its benefits are meaningful. The evidence thus reinforces the literature's focus on liberalisation, and also calls into question any notion that tariff reduction leads to a corresponding increase in market entry in the short run.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tfo8p7qqy8fv]5.3 Market-Entry Modes and Gradual Internationalisation
Evidence in the literature is very strong for incremental entry. Exporting is mentioned as an imperative first step in internationalisation for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) by Chaldun et al. (2024), and by Mishrif and Khan (2024), lower-risk approaches are highlighted as being more suitable for SMEs because they enable them to gauge demand and minimise financial risk. In addition, Fajarika, Trapsilawati, and Sopha (2024) highlight partnerships as the source of local knowledge and networking opportunities, and Tanrıverdi et al. (2025) ties entry-mode decisions to access to foreign resources, risk-taking, and market operations.
The interview evidence is reflective of these arguments. Most preferred direct exporting with local partnerships and distributors, as they reduce the impact of poor demand forecasts and provide an opportunity to gain market information. Partnerships were seen as a way of gaining local customer information and regulations, while exporting was considered as a way of gauging customer demand without opening a physical presence. This aligns with Chaldun et al. (2024) and Mishrif and Khan (2024), but indicates that there is more to it than risk reduction; firms also have flexibility and learning opportunities.
However, the evidence is questioning a very linear understanding of internationalisation. Based on product and IP needs, licensing was viewed as a viable option, whereas wholly owned subsidiaries were seen as too onerous and had not been proven through market evidence. Entry mode is dependent on resources, product characteristics, IP, demand, knowledge and uncertainty of the market. The level of commitment of SMEs does not necessarily follow a sequence, but rather seems to occur on a continuum that adjusts with increasing knowledge.
This is significant because an FTA can alter the attractiveness of the options for entry without deciding on the option chosen. While exporting may become more profitable due to lower tariffs, lower tariffs do not eliminate the information or relational basis for employing distributors or partners. Likewise, more attractiveness of the market does not mean that internalisation is inevitable. The evidence further supports arguments for risk and learning, and demonstrates that internationalisation is contingent and adaptive, rather than mechanically progressive.
[bookmark: _heading=h.i6ussfy7knhr]5.4 Regulatory Certainty, Investment Timing and Commitment
One of the best explanations in the literature is the concept of regulatory certainty. Both Chishty et al. (2025) and Akter et al. (2018) link regulatory uncertainty to inhibited international expansion, suggesting that it is also a critical barrier for SME internationalisation. Cernat et al. (2025) offer a divergent scenario on how FTAs can help to streamline customs, lower trade costs, and enhance the regulatory environment. Prasannath et al. (2024) also confirm the significance of institutional conditions in the SME strategic outcomes. However, firm-level effectiveness in using a trade arrangement depends on information and institutional support, Tandon (2021; 2025) adds.
The empirical evidence corroborates these arguments but identifies a number of facets of commitment that are frequently combined in the term market entry. Regulatory uncertainty has a negative impact on the timing of entry and the size of initial investment and later commitment. Those who linked clearer rules to better financial planning and increased speed of change were more commonly associated with the participants. But a few respondents still favoured a smaller or staged investment with a greater commitment once they had experience in the market. Thus, certainty can lead to early returns without leading to immediate investment in large scale.
This is a new addition to the literature. Taking uncertainty as a 'blocker' risk losing sight of its part in sequencing. The evidence indicates a more dynamic process as uncertainty raises perceived exposure, which leads to a decrease in initial commitment, which leads to acquisition of information from experience, and which leads to an increase in commitment in the event of a successful outcome. Regulatory uncertainty shifts the decision-making landscape, but doesn't remove commercial uncertainty.
This is an example of the assumption that clearer policy leads to more investment. Uncertainty in demand remains, SMEs are still resource-poor, and operational costs may still continue even with the better trade rules. It is a conditional relation. Regulatory clarity cannot replace these other types of risk—that is, market evidence, financial capacity or managerial knowledge. Under certain conditions, therefore, there may be rational reasons to maintain a 'phased commitment' and in every circumstance, certainty facilitates internationalisation through planning and confidence.
[bookmark: _heading=h.328vitg9efwl]5.5 Operational, Cultural and Relationship Barriers
Singh and Tomer (2024) have stated that FTAs can help lower formal barriers without addressing non-tariff and implementation challenges. Cernat et al. (2025) also focus on micro-level compliance and logistics, while Mishra et al. (2023) and Mujakperuo (2024) share a wider appreciation of financial, skills and operational barriers for SMEs. This distinction is confirmed by the interview evidence. Whilst tariff liberalisation was expected to be a factor, logistics, documentation, compliance, customer expectations and cultural awareness/cultural trust with partners still remain a concern.
Trade facilitation is not synonymous with actual access to markets. An FTA is not a catalyst for building compliance capability, cultural knowledge or reliable relationships. There are only one or two components of internationalisation costs and complexity that will be reduced by lower tariffs. The importance of logistics and compliance was reinforced by participants even when talking about better market access, which partly accounts for this.
The importance of relationships lies in the fact that they can be used as a transfer mechanism for knowledge as well as information asymmetry reduction at the local level. This follows the study by Fajarika et al. (2024) that focuses on networking and makes a point of the fact that partnerships are not just about contractual access, but they have strategic value. Successful entry thus requires institutional facilitation and firm-level capability. Evidence reflects the micro view and demonstrates the shortcomings of liberalisation as a means of ensuring implementation.
[bookmark: _heading=h.c3sfog53hcz0]5.6 Strategic Market Positioning and Local Adaptation
The capacity perspective developed by Martín et al. (2022), Lakshman et al. (2025) and Surana et al. (2024) offers a valuable insight into why tariff benefits are not enough. Martín et al. (2022) stress experiential internationalisation knowledge, and Lakshman et al. (2025) associate internationalisation with resources, networks and organisational capabilities. Surana et al. (2024) argue that adaptation is not static but rather a process that happens in context.
These positions are supported by the evidence. The participants emphasised quality, expert skills and reliability as criteria, not only price cut through tariff benefits. They also stressed the importance of customising products to suit the needs of the local market, as well as knowing local customers and tracking policy changes. This indicates that there is a window of opportunity which needs to be addressed with unique skills when it comes to trade liberalisation. British SMEs are not able to simply bring a domestic proposition into India without making changes.
The other contribution relates to flexibility – how positioning must be adjusted when, and with, changing customers, competitors, regulations, and implementation conditions. Internationalisation is thus a process of developing capacities continuously. Positioning is only viable if it is combined with trade opportunities and organisational capabilities.
[bookmark: _heading=h.qon2rvib9jfh]5.7 Critical Discussion of the Uppsala Internationalisation Model
The Uppsala point of view, as linked by Arvidsson and Arvidsson (2019) and Schweizer and Vahlne (2021) to the dissertation, focuses on gradual entry, experiential learning, gaining market knowledge and subsequent commitment. These mechanisms are highly similar to exporting and partnerships followed by more investment following market experience. The evidence thus supports the incremental logic of the model very strongly.
But its explanatory power is limited. Uppsala mainly focuses on how firms mitigate uncertainty as they gain experience over time, while FTA discussions are considered an external institutional shock that may change the level of risk before accruing experience. Experiential learning can thus complement changes in policy processes in a way that may hasten, slow or redirect internationalisation. The model is still useful, but learning and commitment must go hand-in-hand with institutional uncertainty.
[bookmark: _heading=h.8186zg8e7xvf]5.8 Critical Discussion of Dunning’s OLI Framework
According to Dunning's OLI theory, internationalisation can be understood in terms of ownership, location and internalisation advantages. This reasoning is applied to the size of the Indian market, opportunities for growth and cost savings, and the expertise of British companies. The evidence obtained from the empirical study agrees with the location dimension, stating that India was considered to be commercially attractive, and the emphasis on expertise, quality and specialist capabilities is based on the ownership advantages.
The dimension of internalisation is more complex. Many participants preferred distributors and partnerships instead of instant ownership. While OLI also helps to account for the attractiveness of India, it does not do as well as explaining timing, learning, incremental sequencing, and uncertainty-driven caution and is less effective in addressing those issues because of the way its concepts are understood. OUPWALA can be used to explain processes, whereas OLI can play a role in explaining strategic attractiveness and firm-specific advantages.
[bookmark: _heading=h.rquykeyp6eaq]5.9 Integrated Critical Synthesis
FTA liberalisation has an indirect effect on the internationalisation of SMEs in a conditional way if viewed together. More favourable trading conditions improve the perceived opportunity and may help decrease some of the regulatory risk factors, leading to re-evaluation of entry options and investment timing. This relationship is tempered by resources, market knowledge, partnerships, compliance, and logistics and cultural adaptation. As a result, trade policy alters the strategic landscape, and managerial ability is key to the way opportunities are perceived and translated into action. Internationalisation turns out to be a negotiated process of external institutional conditions and internal organisational capacities.
[bookmark: _heading=h.2l3wxpa7qnk]5.10 Research Questions and Hypotheses: Discussion
The evidence focuses on the central question by demonstrating that the FTA negotiations impact on British SMEs' market entry strategies mainly through perceived opportunity, regulatory uncertainty and shifting risk calculations. Exporting, distributors and partnerships are still very important since they give them structured exposure and learning opportunities. The uncertainty of the regulations does not just decide whether or not to enter or not, but the timing, scale and configuration of entry/exit. To be successful in strategic positioning, there must be differentiation, adaptation on the local level, flexibility, and ongoing policy monitoring.
The proponents of H1 have claimed that policy uncertainty clearly affects internationalisation decisions, and therefore support H1. Uncertainty also promotes less risky strategies like export and strategic alliances over immediate full ownership, and this also supports H2. H3 is given conditional support, with higher levels of preparedness for investment the higher the level of future trade policy, but with a risk of phased commitment. Since these propositions are qualitative in design and purposive sampling, interpretations should be based on analysis rather than statistics.
[bookmark: _heading=h.2sloj53zlrow]5.11 Chapter Summary
The literature and the empirical evidence show significant convergence, and qualifications are also mentioned. Liberalisation makes things more commercially attractive, but does not automatically lead to entry. Exporting and partnerships are still sensible since they assist in managing risk and the learning process. Confidence and certainty in regulatory frameworks do not remove resource and commercial constraints. Operational, cultural and relational barriers are still present, and strategic adaptation is the key to turning opportunities into sustainable market positioning. The theoretical comparison validates the appropriateness of Uppsala for exploring the concept of gradual commitment and OLI for exploring strategic attractiveness. In general, internationalisation is seen as a flexible, adaptable and capability-based process, in which trade policy is a determinant of opportunities, but not a determinant of results.

[bookmark: _heading=h.jrvtc5o6cy8e]Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _heading=h.9sswlu4gccs5]6.1 Introduction
The chapter summarises the main findings from the analysis of the uncertainty towards UK–India FTA and the resulting impact on British SMEs' internationalisation and market entry decisions. Gives the logical synthesis and criticism accumulated during the dissertation without any new findings or extensive literature. The chapter begins by laying out the overall conclusion regarding the connection between trade liberalisation and uncertainty and SME strategic decision-making. It then raises and discusses the research questions and considers whether the three hypotheses are supported by the evidence found in the qualitative enquiry. Following this, three practical ideas are shared relating to a phased market entry, local adaptation and regulatory and partnership capability. The chapter also looks at the prospects for the interpretations of trade-support stakeholders due to methodological and contextual constraints, and suggests priorities for future research. Together these sections offer a quick summary of the key lessons of the steps that British SMEs can take to strategically position themselves for flexibility – in the wake of evolving trade dynamics between the UK and India, and when faced with uncertainty, resources and challenges.
[bookmark: _heading=h.5nmtg2xzyou7]6.2 Overall Conclusion
The overall findings are that the UK–India FTA accelerates and improves the internationalisation of UK SMEs via reduced trading costs, greater transparency and increased ease of trade. But there is no guarantee of automatic expansion with liberalisation. Uncertainty is a game's central ingredient for 'Sweet Entry Time', commitment, and escalation. Limited resources and commercial risk, and a lack of market information exacerbate hesitations to invest. Exporting, distributors and partnerships are then not only avenues of access but also means of minimising risk and maximising knowledge. Tariff reductions won't overcome logistics, compliance, cultural differences and relations. Internationalisation is possible through the FTA, but local knowledge of the market, relationships, compliance capability and strategic flexibility are essential to success. This distinction is crucial because there is no clear evidence of a linear, one-to-one link between the effects of liberalisation and expansion. Rather, the impact is channelled through firm-level preparedness and willingness to convert formal entry into viable commercial transactions as access(Market). Rather, the impact is channelled through firm-level readiness for rigid market access and successful conversion of formal entry into viable commercial activity. It sees opportunity AND constraint.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bbbpdzsswcoz]6.3 Conclusions in Relation to Research Objectives and Questions
The first question is answered by explaining that tariff reduction and increased transparency in trading arrangements make the trading more attractive; it does, however, depend on the capacity of policies to be implemented and SME capacity to keep up with the reduced tariff. Policy uncertainty can reduce the effectiveness of formal liberalisation by creating uncertainty of policy costs, conditions, and requirements of firms to postpone their decision-making. In doing so, the FTA affects opportunity without eliminating risk.
The second follows a preference for exportation or distributors and partnerships as other methods of low exposure. These modes enable companies to test demand, gain local insight and knowledge, and interaction with customers before they invest millions of dollars. So an investment with a higher commitment is a step up in the investment chain, triggered by an indicator of market viability, not an automatic result of trade liberalisation.
The third question is addressed by demonstrating that the uncertainty of the regulatory environment results in changes in investment timing, investment magnitude, financial planning and willingness to invest in physical operations. There cannot be any commercial risk or resource constraints if there is not more clarity. Thus, certainty affects the condition of commitment but doesn't guarantee it.
Strategic flexibility becomes the answer to the fourth question, with its identification as essential. Requirements for British SMEs are: local market knowledge, cultural awareness, specialist capabilities, constant monitoring and updating of policies. Adaptation should, therefore, be viewed not as a 'one-off' measure in the wake of the implementation of the FTA, but rather as a strategic process that will need to be continued. Through the answers, it is clear that market entry is dependent upon external policy conditions and internal capabilities. The FTA changes the risk landscape, while companies react with means like resources, knowledge and relations.
[bookmark: _heading=h.5y5qysj4q8ts]6.4 Conclusions in Relation to Hypotheses
H1 was generally supported as participants related policy uncertainty to internationalisation planning and decision-making. The participants preferred export-related, value-added activities that were less subject to uncertainty to be perceived as higher exposure than full ownership, which also suggested stronger support for H2.Support for H2 was stronger as value added activities with export-related were less exposed to uncertainty (preferred by the participants) than activities with full ownership. H3 conditionally supported that more confidence in future trade policy will increase the willingness to entertain longer term investment, but this also will not overcome commercial, operational or resource constraints. The following conclusions are analytical as these are based on a small number of participants who were purposefully selected and do not give generalisability of the study.
[bookmark: _heading=h.pnpzt127npma]6.5 Recommendations
[bookmark: _heading=h.oqyc4i6kbcuw]6.5.1 Recommendation 1: Adopt a Phased Market-Entry Strategy
British SMEs should opt for a step-by-step approach - starting by exporting first, and/or using partnership-led distribution models before adding fixed capital. Businesses need to make decisions based on customer demand, regulatory clarity, cash position and operational results, pushing commitments only as evidence improves. This gives you less downside risk and still allows for the upside. Alinasab & Hunt (2025) suggest that small firms respond to uncertainty in foreign markets in a staged way and in small increments, which means that real-options reasoning is important in cases of resource-constrained internationalisation. Early entry is thus a learning period and not a weighing of an irreversible investment for SMEs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.uemb1eulae07]6.5.2 Recommendation 2: Strengthen Regulatory, Compliance and Local Partnership Capability
British SMEs need to keep an eye on trade-policy changes, customs requirements, documentation, taxation and product/service standards. Financial planning should take into consideration the regulatory scenario, and Indian partners should be duly vetted for competence, reliability, networks, and compliance. The study by Chetty, Martín and Bai (2024) illustrates how collaboration can be a mediator when making decisions regarding foreign market entry, helping SMEs deal with uncertainty and enhance their performance in the international market. Partnerships should now focus on building capability, rather than on distributing products. SMEs should keep distinct, clear responsibilities and review processes to integrate local knowledge with the organisation.
[bookmark: _heading=h.5svxd7hvdawv]6.5.3 Recommendation 3: Prioritise Local Adaptation and Capability-Based Positioning
British SMBs must not place a greater emphasis on the plethora of tariff benefits or pricing competitiveness but rather set up propositions rooted in quality, specialism, reliability and relevance to a local market. Products, services, communication and distribution should be geared towards regional expectations, and competitors and policies monitored on a regular basis. Niche market leadership can also facilitate SME globalisation when backed by adequate information capabilities, as demonstrated by Huy and Phuc (2025), which suggests advantages are found in the sophistication of information converted to distinctive positioning. As demand, competition and the institutional landscape change in India, especially for SMEs, they should invest in Customer insight and capabilities while engaging in expansion efforts.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1pqyr3dmgzr]6.6 Limitations and Future Research
There are some limitations to the study. It offers managerial perspectives, but not statistical generalisation due to the purposive selection of ten participants. Qualitative design reflects perceptions; not measured outcomes post-FTA. The experiences of students in the different sections and companies could differ. Assessment may be subject to change as implementation progresses if conditions in the UK/India policy change.
Larger quantitative samples and longitudinal designs before and after implementation of FTA would be useful to test these conclusions in future research. It might be possible to identify differences in entry responses through sector comparisons, and/or resource constraints could be clarified by comparing the resource use of SMEs to large firms. India's viability could be compared with other emerging markets, and trade and investment performance, export performance and the viability of Indian exporters could be analysed. Future research should investigate the differences of smaller firms along sectors, digital competence, ownership and international experience.
[bookmark: _heading=h.6tuzixs1v7sq]6.7 Final Conclusion
In general, the UK–India FTA will help British SME internationalisation by removing obstacles to trade and facilitating regulatory clarity, though this does not necessarily mean the UK Government will ensure its success in gaining market entry. Uncertainty has continued to play a role in determining when firms enter, how much investment they make, and their ability to move into higher control modes, as illustrated by the evidence. Regulatory capacity and operational preparedness should be the core of implementation, while exposure management, via exporting, distribution,-and partnerships, may offer some tools to build up market knowledge. The final results suggest that internationalisation policy is not a straightforward reaction to tariff reductions, nor a decision that needs to be made on an individual basis, but rather a result of interplay between tariff contexts, risk perceptions, organisational capacities, knowledge and strategic agility. British SMEs should therefore make India theirs in gradually graduated steps, partnership and constant adaptation. This points to the need to investigate whether these qualitative relationships also hold for other sectors, larger sample sizes and myriad post-FTA scenarios; thereby extending the knowledge on the linkages between trade policy levels and outcomes from SMEs' internationalisation.
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Transcript 1
Interviewee: Interviewee 1
Position: Senior Manager, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 1: I see the agreement as an important opportunity for British SMEs because India is a large and growing market. The main benefit for us would be lower trading costs and clearer rules. Previously, the uncertainty around tariffs and regulations made it difficult to estimate the actual cost of entering India. Greater certainty could make the market more commercially attractive and allow us to plan more confidently.
Question 2: How have the FTA negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewee 1: They have made us more interested in India, but also more cautious. We have been following the negotiations because we did not want to make a major investment without knowing what the final conditions would be. As an SME, we have limited resources, so timing is important. We have continued researching the Indian market while delaying any significant commitment until there is greater certainty.
Question 3: Which market-entry mode would you consider most appropriate?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you consider most appropriate?
Interviewee 1: Direct exporting would probably be our preferred starting point. It requires less investment than establishing a subsidiary and would allow us to test demand. We would also consider working with an Indian distributor or strategic partner because local knowledge would reduce some of the risks. A wholly owned subsidiary would only become realistic after we had developed sufficient sales and market knowledge.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty when entering India?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewee 1: It is extremely important. Tariffs are only one part of the decision. We also need to understand customs procedures, documentation, product standards and taxation. If these requirements are unclear, it becomes difficult to calculate costs and delivery times. Regulatory certainty would therefore reduce risk and make our financial planning more reliable.
Question 5: Would greater regulatory certainty increase your investment?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty increase your investment?
Interviewee 1: Yes, but gradually. We would probably begin with a relatively small commitment and evaluate the results. If exporting was successful and we developed reliable local relationships, we could increase investment. Greater certainty would make us more willing to take that first step because the risks would be easier to assess.
Question 6: What operational barriers could remain despite tariff reductions?
Interviewer: What operational barriers could remain?
Interviewee 1: Logistics and compliance would still be important. India is a very large market, and distribution can be complicated. We would also need to understand local requirements and identify reliable partners. Lower tariffs would reduce one barrier, but they would not remove the practical challenges of operating in another country.
Question 7: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewer: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewee 1: They are very important. Business relationships take time to develop, and customer expectations may differ from those in Britain. We would therefore need local knowledge and probably a trusted partner. We cannot simply transfer our UK approach to India and expect exactly the same results.
Question 8: Would lower tariffs encourage direct exporting?
Interviewer: Would lower tariffs encourage direct exporting?
Interviewee 1: Yes. If tariff costs are reduced, direct exporting becomes more competitive. It would also give us greater control over our customer relationships. However, we would still want to understand the market first. Initially, using a local intermediary could help us learn before taking greater control ourselves.
Question 9: How should SMEs adjust their market positioning?
Interviewer: How should British SMEs adjust their market positioning?
Interviewee 1: SMEs should focus on their strengths rather than competing only on price. For us, quality, specialist knowledge and reliability would be important. We would also adapt our offering to Indian customer expectations. Continuous market research would be necessary because economic policies and competition can change.
Question 10: Overall, what impact will the FTA have on British SMEs?
Interviewer: Overall, what impact will the FTA have?
Interviewee 1: I expect a positive impact because lower tariffs and clearer regulations could make India more accessible. However, the agreement will not remove every challenge. SMEs will still need finance, market knowledge, suitable partners and an understanding of local regulations and logistics. For us, the biggest benefit would be greater confidence to enter gradually and increase commitment as the market proves successful.
Transcript 2
Interviewee: Interviewee 2
Position: Owner/Managing Director, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 2: I see it as an opportunity to make India more accessible to British SMEs. India has significant growth potential, but there have been additional costs and uncertainty when trading there. If the agreement reduces tariffs and provides clearer procedures, it could make exporting more competitive. For a small business, predictability is especially important because we cannot absorb unexpected costs as easily as larger companies.
Question 2: How have the negotiations affected your expansion planning?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations affected your expansion planning?
Interviewee 2: They have encouraged us to consider India more seriously, but we have also taken a cautious approach. During negotiations, it was difficult to know exactly what the final rules would mean. We therefore avoided making a large commitment. Instead, we have monitored developments and considered different options. The uncertainty has mainly affected the timing of our expansion rather than our interest in the Indian market.
Question 3: Which market-entry strategy would you prefer?
Interviewer: Which market-entry strategy would you prefer?
Interviewee 2: I would initially choose a local partnership or distributor arrangement. India is diverse, and local knowledge can be extremely valuable. A partner could help us understand customers, distribution and regulations. Direct exporting is also attractive if tariffs become lower. I would not immediately establish a wholly owned subsidiary because the financial commitment would be much greater.
Question 4: How does regulatory uncertainty affect your willingness to enter India?
Interviewer: How does regulatory uncertainty affect your willingness to enter India?
Interviewee 2: It has a major influence. We need to know about customs requirements, documentation, standards and taxation before entering. If regulations are unclear or frequently change, it becomes difficult to calculate costs and plan operations. We are therefore more comfortable with a market where the rules are transparent and predictable.
Question 5: Would greater regulatory certainty change the timing of investment?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty change the timing?
Interviewee 2: Yes. It would make us more comfortable moving forward sooner. However, we would still use a staged approach. We might begin with market research and a distributor relationship before making a larger investment. If the initial stage was successful, we could increase our commitment. Certainty would reduce hesitation and make planning easier.
Question 6: What operational barriers could remain after tariff reductions?
Interviewer: What barriers could remain?
Interviewee 2: Logistics and compliance would still be significant. India is geographically large, so distribution needs careful planning. We would also need to understand local business requirements and payment processes. Finding dependable partners could be another challenge. Therefore, tariff reductions would help, but they would not solve every problem associated with entering the market.
Question 7: How important are cultural differences and business relationships?
Interviewer: How important are cultural differences and relationships?
Interviewee 2: They are very important. Business practices and customer expectations can differ, so we would need to understand the local environment. Building trust with partners and customers also takes time. A local partner could help us avoid misunderstandings and develop stronger relationships.
Question 8: Would lower tariffs encourage direct exporting?
Interviewer: Would lower tariffs encourage direct exporting?
Interviewee 2: Yes, potentially. Lower tariffs would improve our pricing position and make direct exporting more attractive. However, I would still prefer to start with some local support. An intermediary could help us understand the market before we take greater control of sales and distribution.
Question 9: How should British SMEs respond to changing Indian economic policies?
Interviewer: How should SMEs respond?
Interviewee 2: Flexibility is essential. SMEs should monitor policy changes and assess how they affect costs, customers and competitors. They should also identify a clear competitive advantage, such as quality, specialist expertise or innovation. Local research is important because the strategy may need to change as the Indian market develops.
Question 10: Overall, what impact do you expect the FTA to have?
Interviewer: Overall, what impact do you expect?
Interviewee 2: I expect the impact to be positive because the agreement could reduce some financial and regulatory barriers. It may encourage SMEs that previously viewed India as too complicated or risky. However, businesses will still need to manage compliance, logistics and cultural differences. I believe the main benefit will be increased confidence to enter gradually and expand when the market demonstrates sufficient potential.
Transcript 3
Interviewee: Interviewee 3
Position: International Business Manager, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 3: I consider it an important development because India offers substantial market potential. The agreement could make trading conditions more attractive by reducing tariffs and improving clarity around trade procedures. For our business, the main advantage would be improved predictability. We need to understand the commercial environment before committing resources, so clearer rules would support our internationalisation planning.
Question 2: How have the FTA negotiations influenced your internationalisation planning?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations influenced your planning?
Interviewee 3: They have made India a stronger consideration in our international strategy. However, uncertainty during the negotiations made us cautious about committing resources. We have focused on researching potential customers, partners and distribution channels while monitoring developments. The negotiations have therefore affected the speed of our decision-making. We remain interested in India but prefer to make decisions when the conditions are clearer.
Question 3: Which market-entry mode would you consider most suitable?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you consider most suitable?
Interviewee 3: I would initially consider direct exporting supported by an Indian partner. This would give us more control than relying entirely on an intermediary while still providing local knowledge. Licensing could be considered depending on the product and intellectual property requirements. A wholly owned subsidiary would involve greater commitment, so I would only consider it after gaining sufficient experience in the market.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewee 3: It is one of the most important factors. We need to understand customs, standards, documentation and other requirements before entering. Unclear regulations increase costs because businesses may need additional professional advice and contingency planning. Greater certainty would make it easier to calculate costs, prepare budgets and decide whether a particular opportunity is commercially viable.
Question 5: Would greater certainty affect investment timing?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty affect investment timing?
Interviewee 3: Yes. Greater certainty would probably allow us to move more quickly. We would still use a gradual process because cash resources are limited. Initially, we could test the market through exports and local relationships. If demand was strong, we could increase our commitment. Therefore, certainty would reduce hesitation rather than automatically result in a large investment.
Question 6: What operational barriers could remain?
Interviewer: What operational barriers could remain?
Interviewee 3: Logistics and compliance would remain important. India is a large market, and distribution can be complicated. We would also need to identify reliable partners and understand regional customer differences. These issues require time and resources. Therefore, even if tariffs decline, SMEs would still need careful preparation before entering the market.
Question 7: How do cultural factors influence market entry?
Interviewer: How do cultural factors influence your decision?
Interviewee 3: Cultural factors are significant because relationships and communication are important in business. We would need to understand local expectations rather than assuming that our UK practices would work in exactly the same way. A local partner could provide useful knowledge and help establish trust with customers and other businesses.
Question 8: Could the FTA encourage greater market commitment?
Interviewer: Could the FTA encourage greater market commitment?
Interviewee 3: Yes, but gradually. Lower trade costs and clearer regulations could make direct exporting more attractive. If sales increased, we could consider establishing a stronger local presence. A subsidiary might eventually be possible, but it would depend on demand and our confidence in the market. The FTA would support the decision but would not determine it alone.
Question 9: How should British SMEs position themselves in India?
Interviewer: How should SMEs position themselves?
Interviewee 3: They should identify areas where they have a genuine advantage. Competing only on price could be difficult because of local competition. British SMEs could focus on quality, innovation, specialist expertise or reliability. They should also adapt their products and marketing to local expectations. Market research should therefore be an ongoing activity rather than something completed only before entry.
Question 10: Overall, what impact will the FTA have on British SMEs?
Interviewer: Overall, what impact do you expect?
Interviewee 3: I expect it to improve opportunities for British SMEs by reducing some tariff and regulatory barriers. It should make India more attractive and could increase confidence among businesses considering expansion. However, it will not eliminate operational, cultural or logistical challenges. SMEs will still need appropriate resources, market knowledge and local relationships. I therefore see the FTA as an enabler that can support gradual internationalisation rather than a guarantee of success.
Transcript 4
Interviewee: Interviewee 4
Position: Managing Director, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 4: I see the agreement as a positive development because India has considerable commercial potential. The main attraction for our business is the possibility of lower tariffs and more predictable trading conditions. We have previously viewed India as an attractive but relatively complicated market. If the agreement makes customs and trade requirements clearer, it could reduce some of the uncertainty involved in entering the country.
Question 2: How have the FTA negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewee 4: The negotiations have encouraged us to investigate India more closely, but they have also made us careful about timing. We did not want to invest heavily while the final arrangements were uncertain. Instead, we have been gathering information and speaking with potential contacts. For an SME, it is important to avoid making a large commitment before understanding the risks. The negotiations have therefore influenced the pace of our internationalisation.
Question 3: Which market-entry mode would you prefer?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you prefer for entering India?
Interviewee 4: I would initially choose direct exporting through an established local distributor. That gives us access to the market without requiring a major investment in physical operations. The distributor could also provide knowledge of local customers and regulations. If sales developed well, we could consider increasing our direct involvement. I would not start with a wholly owned subsidiary because the financial and operational risks would be too high for our current size.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty when considering India?
Interviewee 4: It is very important. When entering another country, we need to know what regulations apply and how they affect our costs. Uncertainty around customs, documentation and standards can create delays and unexpected expenses. We can manage normal compliance requirements, but frequent changes are more difficult. Clearer regulations would allow us to prepare better and make decisions with greater confidence.
Question 5: Would greater certainty affect your investment timing?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty affect when you invest?
Interviewee 4: Yes. Greater certainty would probably bring the decision forward. At the moment, we would rather make smaller investments and learn from the market. If the rules become more stable, we could commit more resources to marketing, distribution and local representation. The important point is that certainty would make the risk easier to calculate. It would not remove risk, but it would make it more manageable.
Question 6: What operational barriers may remain?
Interviewer: What operational barriers could remain even after tariff reductions?
Interviewee 4: Distribution and logistics could still be difficult. India is a very large country, and reaching customers efficiently requires good local knowledge. Compliance can also remain complicated even when tariffs are reduced. We would need reliable partners and possibly professional advice. These practical issues can be significant for SMEs because we have smaller teams and limited budgets.
Question 7: How important are cultural factors?
Interviewer: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewee 4: They are important because relationships can strongly influence business development. We would need to understand how customers and partners prefer to work. It is not simply about selling a product. We would need to build trust and demonstrate that we are committed to the market. Local representatives could help us understand these differences and communicate more effectively.
Question 8: Would tariff reductions change your preferred entry mode?
Interviewer: Would tariff reductions change your preferred entry mode?
Interviewee 4: They could make direct exporting more attractive. If our products become more competitively priced, there is less need to rely completely on intermediaries. However, I would still prefer a gradual approach. A distributor could help us initially, and as we gain knowledge and sales, we could take greater control. The agreement therefore supports a progression towards higher commitment.
Question 9: How should British SMEs adjust their market positioning?
Interviewer: How should British SMEs adjust their market positioning?
Interviewee 4: They should understand that India is not one uniform market. SMEs need to research customers and identify where their products or services have a genuine advantage. We would focus on quality and specialist capabilities rather than trying to compete solely on price. Businesses should also monitor policy developments and be willing to adapt their strategy when economic conditions change.
Question 10: Overall, what impact do you expect the FTA to have?
Interviewer: Overall, what impact do you expect the FTA to have on British SMEs?
Interviewee 4: I think it can encourage more British SMEs to consider India. Lower tariffs and greater clarity can improve the commercial case for entry. However, SMEs still need to deal with logistics, regulations, cultural differences and competition. The agreement creates better conditions, but businesses must still develop appropriate strategies. For us, it would mainly reduce the uncertainty associated with taking the first step.
Transcript 5
Interviewee: Interviewee 5
Position: Commercial Director, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 5: I think the agreement is significant because it could make it easier for British businesses to trade with India. Our interest is mainly related to the possibility of reducing tariffs and making trade procedures more predictable. India is attractive because of its market size, but the costs and complexity of entering have previously made us cautious. A clearer framework could improve the business case for expansion.
Question 2: How have the negotiations influenced your business decisions?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations influenced your business decisions?
Interviewee 5: They have influenced our planning quite a lot. We have discussed India several times, but we have not wanted to commit substantial funds while the rules were uncertain. We have instead concentrated on market research and identifying potential customers. I would say the negotiations have created both opportunity and hesitation. We can see the potential benefits, but we need confidence that those benefits will be available in practice.
Question 3: Which entry mode would you consider?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you consider?
Interviewee 5: I would probably begin with exporting, supported by an Indian business partner. This would allow us to test demand without investing heavily in a physical operation. We would also consider licensing if the right opportunity emerged. A wholly owned subsidiary would be much more expensive and would involve greater risk. We would only consider that after gaining experience and understanding the market.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty to your decision?
Interviewee 5: It is essential. We need to understand what we are required to do before committing resources. If regulations are unclear, we may have to spend more money on consultants and compliance. There is also a risk of delays. For a large business, unexpected costs may be easier to absorb, but for an SME they can have a direct impact on profitability. Clear rules would therefore improve our confidence.
Question 5: Would greater certainty encourage earlier investment?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty encourage earlier investment?
Interviewee 5: Yes. We would probably move faster if there was a stable regulatory environment. However, we would not immediately make a very large investment. We would start small, perhaps through exporting and a local partner. If the market responded positively, we could increase our investment. This approach allows us to control our exposure while gaining experience.
Question 6: What barriers could remain despite lower tariffs?
Interviewer: What barriers could remain?
Interviewee 5: There could still be significant logistics and compliance challenges. We would need to understand distribution networks and local standards. Finding the right partner could also take time. Customer preferences may differ across regions, so we would need to avoid assuming that one strategy would work everywhere. Lower tariffs are helpful, but they do not automatically make operations simple.
Question 7: How important are cultural and local relationships?
Interviewer: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewee 5: They are very important. Relationships can help a company understand how business is conducted locally. We would want to develop trust before making a major commitment. Local partners can also provide information that is difficult to obtain from the UK. I think relationship-building should therefore be considered part of the market-entry process.
Question 8: Would tariff reductions make direct exporting more attractive?
Interviewer: Would tariff reductions make direct exporting more attractive?
Interviewee 5: Definitely. Lower tariffs could improve our margins and make our prices more competitive. It could also make direct relationships with Indian customers more worthwhile. However, we would still need some local support, particularly in the early stages. The tariff reduction would improve the economics, but market knowledge would still determine how confident we are.
Question 9: What strategies should SMEs use to adapt their positioning?
Interviewer: What strategies should SMEs use?
Interviewee 5: They need to understand their competitive position. British SMEs should identify products or services where they can offer something different rather than simply competing on price. We would emphasise quality and expertise and adapt our offering where necessary. We would also keep reviewing economic policies because changes in regulation can affect the commercial attractiveness of different strategies.
Question 10: What overall impact do you expect?
Interviewer: What overall impact do you expect the FTA to have?
Interviewee 5: I think it will make India more attractive to British SMEs. It can reduce costs and provide more confidence when planning international operations. However, businesses should not assume that the FTA removes every barrier. Compliance, logistics, cultural understanding and finance will remain important. I think the main effect will be to encourage SMEs to consider entering India when they previously felt the risk was too high.
Transcript 6
Interviewee: Interviewee 6
Position: Operations Director, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 6: I understand it as an agreement intended to improve trade between the UK and India by reducing barriers and making market access easier. From an operational perspective, clearer customs procedures and lower tariffs would be useful. India has potential for us, but the cost and complexity of international operations have to be considered carefully. The agreement could make some of those decisions easier.
Question 2: How have the negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations influenced your decisions?
Interviewee 6: They have made us more cautious about committing resources. We have been interested in India, but uncertainty makes operational planning difficult. We need to know expected costs and procedures before developing supply and distribution plans. Therefore, we have continued assessing the market without making a major commitment. We would rather wait for clarity than build an operation around assumptions.
Question 3: Which market-entry mode would you choose?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you choose?
Interviewee 6: I would start with exporting through a reliable local distributor. From an operational point of view, this limits the investment required and gives us access to local knowledge. Direct exporting could become more suitable later. I would not initially choose a wholly owned subsidiary because that would require greater resources and create more operational responsibility.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewee 6: It is extremely important for operations. Customs, documentation and standards all affect delivery times and costs. If the requirements are unclear, it becomes harder to plan inventory and transportation. Changes in regulations can also create unexpected costs. Stable and transparent rules would therefore make the market easier to manage.
Question 5: How could certainty affect investment timing?
Interviewer: How could regulatory certainty affect investment timing?
Interviewee 6: It would encourage us to make decisions sooner. Once we understand the rules, we can calculate the likely operational costs and decide what resources are required. I would still recommend a phased approach. We could begin with exports and then increase investment if demand develops. This reduces the risk of committing too much too early.
Question 6: What operational barriers remain?
Interviewer: What operational barriers could remain despite tariff reductions?
Interviewee 6: Logistics would remain a major issue. India is geographically large, and distribution networks vary. Customs compliance and documentation could also require considerable attention. Finding reliable logistics providers and local partners is important. Tariff reductions can lower costs, but they do not automatically solve these operational challenges.
Question 7: How important are cultural factors?
Interviewer: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewee 6: They are important because good relationships can make operations smoother. A local partner can help us understand customer expectations and solve practical problems. Communication also needs to be managed carefully. We would need people who understand both our business and the Indian operating environment.
Question 8: Could the FTA lead to greater market commitment?
Interviewer: Could the FTA encourage greater commitment?
Interviewee 6: Yes. If the agreement makes trade more predictable, businesses may feel more comfortable moving from a low-commitment model towards direct operations. For us, that would happen gradually. We would first assess sales and operational performance. If those indicators were positive, we could consider establishing a stronger presence in India.
Question 9: How should SMEs position themselves under changing policies?
Interviewer: How should SMEs respond to changing policies?
Interviewee 6: They need to remain adaptable. Operational plans should be reviewed when regulations or costs change. SMEs should also avoid depending on one supplier, distributor or route where possible. Understanding local customers and maintaining reliable partnerships can make the business more resilient. Good preparation is particularly important because SMEs have less capacity to absorb disruption.
Question 10: What is your overall view of the FTA?
Interviewer: What is your overall view of the FTA?
Interviewee 6: Overall, I see it as positive for British SMEs because it could reduce some of the barriers involved in trading with India. However, the practical challenges remain significant. Businesses still need to understand logistics, compliance and local relationships. The agreement can create better conditions, but successful entry will depend on how effectively each SME prepares and manages its operations.
Transcript 7
Interviewee: Interviewee 7
Position: Founder and Director, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 7: I see the agreement as an opportunity to improve access to the Indian market. India is attractive because of its growing economy and large customer base. For our business, lower tariffs could make our products more competitive. However, the value of the agreement depends on how clearly businesses can understand and use the new arrangements.
Question 2: How have the negotiations affected your business planning?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations affected your planning?
Interviewee 7: They have made us keep India under active consideration, but we have avoided making a major commitment. The uncertainty around the negotiations meant that we could not confidently forecast the costs of expansion. We have therefore focused on research and relationship-building. Once the rules are clearer, we will be in a better position to decide whether to move forward.
Question 3: Which entry mode would you prefer?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you prefer?
Interviewee 7: I would start with a strategic partnership or distributor. I think local knowledge is essential, especially when a company does not have previous experience in the Indian market. Direct exporting could follow if we develop sufficient knowledge. A wholly owned subsidiary would be a longer-term option because it requires much more capital and management attention.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewee 7: It is very important. Businesses need to know the rules before they invest. If regulations change regularly or are difficult to interpret, it creates uncertainty around costs and operations. We also need confidence that our products will meet the relevant requirements. Greater clarity would reduce the risk involved in entering the market.
Question 5: Would certainty increase your willingness to invest?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty increase your willingness to invest?
Interviewee 7: Yes, certainly. It would make the decision easier because we could assess the opportunity using more reliable information. We would still start with a smaller investment, though. I think SMEs should test demand first and then increase their commitment. If the market performs well, we would be more comfortable investing in local resources.
Question 6: What barriers could remain after tariff reductions?
Interviewer: What barriers could remain?
Interviewee 7: Compliance, logistics and customer understanding would remain important. There may also be differences between regions, so businesses need to research where their products are most suitable. Finding trustworthy local partners is another challenge. Tariff reductions improve the financial side of market entry, but they do not eliminate the need for local knowledge.
Question 7: How important are cultural and relationship issues?
Interviewer: How important are cultural and relationship issues?
Interviewee 7: They are highly important. Building relationships gives us a better understanding of the market and creates trust. We would want to work with people who understand the local business environment. Cultural awareness also helps avoid communication problems. I think a business that ignores these factors could struggle even if its products are competitive.
Question 8: Would lower tariffs change your entry strategy?
Interviewer: Would lower tariffs change your entry strategy?
Interviewee 7: They could make direct exporting more attractive. If our products become more affordable for Indian customers, we can compete more effectively. However, I would still begin cautiously. A local distributor or partner can reduce risk while helping us understand the market. As our knowledge increases, we could take more control over the process.
Question 9: How can British SMEs adjust their market positioning?
Interviewer: How can British SMEs adjust their market positioning?
Interviewee 7: They need to be clear about what makes them different. British SMEs should not assume that their existing position in the UK will automatically translate to India. We would focus on quality, expertise and reliability while adapting our approach to local customer needs. Businesses should also monitor economic and regulatory changes continuously.
Question 10: What overall impact do you expect from the FTA?
Interviewer: What overall impact do you expect the FTA to have?
Interviewee 7: I believe the impact will generally be positive. It could reduce tariffs, improve predictability and encourage more British SMEs to look at India. However, the agreement is not a substitute for proper preparation. Businesses will still face cultural, logistical and regulatory challenges. For SMEs, the main advantage is that it could reduce the uncertainty surrounding market entry and make gradual internationalisation more achievable.
Transcript 8
Interviewee: Interviewee 8
Position: Business Development Manager, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 8: I see the agreement as a positive development for British SMEs because it could make trading with India more accessible. India has a large customer base and strong growth potential, but there are costs and regulatory issues that can make entry difficult. Lower tariffs would improve our pricing position, while clearer trade procedures would help us plan. For a smaller company, having predictable costs is very important when deciding whether an overseas market is commercially viable.
Question 2: How have the FTA negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewee 8: The negotiations have made us more interested in India, but we have also been careful about committing resources. We have been monitoring developments because the final arrangements can influence our costs and entry strategy. Rather than entering immediately, we have been researching potential customers and partners. I would say the uncertainty has delayed our decision, but it has not removed our interest in the market.
Question 3: Which market-entry mode would you consider most suitable?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you consider most suitable?
Interviewee 8: I would initially prefer direct exporting with support from a local strategic partner. This would allow us to maintain some control while benefiting from local knowledge. A partnership is particularly useful when entering a market that we do not fully understand. I would consider a wholly owned subsidiary only at a later stage, once we had established demand and understood the regulatory environment better.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty when entering India?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewee 8: It is extremely important. We need to understand customs requirements, documentation, product standards and other regulations before entering. If rules are uncertain, it becomes difficult to estimate costs and prepare a reliable business plan. It can also create delays, which affect customer relationships. Greater regulatory certainty would therefore reduce the level of risk associated with market entry.
Question 5: Would greater certainty influence the timing of investment?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty influence your investment timing?
Interviewee 8: Yes. If we had clearer information about tariffs and regulations, we could make decisions more quickly. However, we would still prefer to invest gradually. Initially, we could use exporting and a local partner to test the market. If sales developed positively, we could increase our investment. So, certainty would encourage earlier action but would not necessarily lead to immediate large-scale investment.
Question 6: What operational barriers could remain despite tariff reductions?
Interviewer: What operational barriers could remain despite tariff reductions?
Interviewee 8: Logistics and compliance would still be important. India is a large country, so distribution can be challenging. We would also need to understand local requirements and identify reliable service providers. There may be differences in customer expectations across regions. Therefore, tariff reductions would help with the financial side of entry, but businesses would still need to manage practical operational issues.
Question 7: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewer: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewee 8: They are very important. Building relationships with customers and partners takes time, and understanding local expectations can make a significant difference. We would prefer to work with people who understand both markets. A good local relationship can help us navigate communication, distribution and customer requirements. Without that knowledge, even a commercially attractive opportunity could become difficult to manage.
Question 8: Would lower tariffs encourage a change in your entry strategy?
Interviewer: Would lower tariffs encourage a change in your entry strategy?
Interviewee 8: Yes, they could make direct exporting more attractive. Lower costs would improve margins and potentially allow us to offer more competitive prices. However, we would still need to consider logistics and compliance. I think the best approach would be to begin with a lower-risk method and move towards greater control if the market proves successful.
Question 9: How should British SMEs position themselves under changing trade policies?
Interviewer: How should British SMEs position themselves?
Interviewee 8: SMEs should remain flexible and monitor policy developments continuously. They should understand how changes affect their costs and competitive position. I also think businesses should focus on specialist strengths rather than competing purely on price. Quality, expertise and innovation can provide differentiation. At the same time, products and marketing may need to be adapted to Indian customer expectations.
Question 10: Overall, what impact do you expect the FTA to have on British SMEs?
Interviewer: Overall, what impact do you expect the FTA to have?
Interviewee 8: I expect it to encourage more British SMEs to consider India. Lower tariffs and clearer regulations can reduce some of the uncertainty that discourages smaller businesses. However, SMEs will still face logistics, compliance and cultural challenges. The agreement can make market entry more attractive, but businesses need appropriate resources and preparation. For us, the biggest benefit would be greater confidence to enter gradually.
Transcript 9
Interviewee: Interviewee 9
Position: Founder and Operations Manager, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 9: I think the agreement could improve the overall trading relationship between the two countries. From an SME perspective, the most important issues are tariffs, customs and regulatory clarity. India offers a significant market opportunity, but the additional costs of international trade can affect our competitiveness. If those costs are reduced and procedures become easier to understand, it would make us more willing to explore the market.
Question 2: How have the negotiations affected your expansion decisions?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations affected your expansion decisions?
Interviewee 9: They have made us take a more cautious approach. We have considered India as a possible expansion market, but uncertainty makes it difficult to forecast the return on investment. We have therefore avoided making a large commitment and have concentrated on gathering information. We want to understand the final trading conditions before deciding how much money and management time to allocate to India.
Question 3: Which market-entry mode would you choose?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you choose?
Interviewee 9: I would begin with direct exporting, possibly supported by a local distributor. Exporting would allow us to test customer demand without establishing a physical operation. A distributor would reduce some of the difficulties associated with local knowledge and distribution. If the market became successful, we could consider a stronger presence. A wholly owned subsidiary would not be our initial choice because the commitment would be considerably higher.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewee 9: It is very important because uncertainty can increase both costs and risk. We need clear information about customs, standards and documentation. If the requirements change unexpectedly, we may have to adjust our processes and budgets. For an SME, this can be difficult because resources are limited. Clearer rules would allow us to make more reliable decisions and reduce the need for excessive contingency planning.
Question 5: Would greater certainty encourage earlier investment?
Interviewer: Would greater certainty encourage earlier investment?
Interviewee 9: Yes. It would make the market easier to evaluate. We would probably be willing to start earlier with a smaller commitment. Once we gained experience and saw positive demand, we could increase investment. I think that is a sensible approach for SMEs because international expansion should not put too much pressure on cash flow. Greater certainty would therefore support a gradual increase in commitment.
Question 6: What operational barriers could remain?
Interviewer: What operational barriers could remain even if tariffs are reduced?
Interviewee 9: Logistics would remain a major issue. Distribution, transportation and delivery times need to be considered carefully. Compliance is another concern because businesses need to understand local requirements. There can also be difficulties finding suitable distributors and service providers. These issues are not necessarily solved by an FTA, so SMEs would still need strong operational planning.
Question 7: How important are cultural differences and relationships?
Interviewer: How important are cultural differences and business relationships?
Interviewee 9: They are important because entering a new market involves more than simply selling products. We need to understand how customers make decisions and how relationships are developed. Local partners can provide valuable information and help build trust. We would therefore spend time developing relationships before increasing our commitment.
Question 8: Would tariff reductions make direct exporting more attractive?
Interviewer: Would tariff reductions make direct exporting more attractive?
Interviewee 9: Yes, because lower tariffs could make our products more competitive. Direct exporting would also provide more control over the customer relationship. However, I would still use local support during the early stages. We need to balance control with risk, and a distributor can provide useful market knowledge while we gain experience.
Question 9: How should British SMEs adapt their market positioning?
Interviewer: How should British SMEs adapt their market positioning?
Interviewee 9: SMEs should identify specific market segments where they can compete effectively. Trying to compete across the entire Indian market would probably be unrealistic for a smaller company. We would focus on our specialist capabilities and adapt our offering to local requirements. We should also monitor policy changes because these can affect pricing, costs and market opportunities.
Question 10: What overall impact do you expect from the FTA?
Interviewer: What overall impact do you expect the FTA to have on British SMEs?
Interviewee 9: Overall, I expect it to have a positive effect. It could lower some trade costs and make the market more predictable. This should encourage SMEs to consider India more seriously. However, the FTA will not remove all barriers. Businesses still need to manage logistics, compliance, cultural differences and limited resources. I think its main contribution will be reducing some of the uncertainty surrounding the decision to enter.
Transcript 10
Interviewee: Interviewee 10
Position: Managing Director, UK-based SME
Interview Format: Semi-structured interview
Question 1: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewer: What is your understanding of the UK–India Free Trade Agreement and its importance for your business?
Interviewee 10: I see the agreement as an opportunity to strengthen commercial activity between the UK and India. For our business, India is attractive because of its size and future growth. However, entering a foreign market involves costs and risks. If the FTA reduces tariffs and provides greater regulatory clarity, it could make the market more accessible. That would encourage us to consider India more seriously.
Question 2: How have the negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewer: How have the negotiations influenced your internationalisation decisions?
Interviewee 10: The negotiations have influenced our timing more than our overall interest. We recognise the potential of India, but uncertainty makes it difficult to decide when and how much to invest. We have therefore taken time to assess possible customers and partners rather than committing immediately. As an SME, we need to be confident that an investment is justified before using significant financial resources.
Question 3: Which market-entry mode would you prefer?
Interviewer: Which market-entry mode would you prefer?
Interviewee 10: I would initially use direct exporting, probably with assistance from an Indian partner. This provides a relatively lower-risk way of testing demand. If the market developed well, we could consider increasing our presence. Licensing could also be considered depending on the opportunity. I would not establish a wholly owned subsidiary immediately because the financial commitment would be too high without sufficient evidence of demand.
Question 4: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewer: How important is regulatory certainty?
Interviewee 10: It is critical. Businesses need predictable rules to make investment decisions. We need to understand customs procedures, documentation and standards and know that these requirements will not change unexpectedly. Regulatory uncertainty can increase costs and delay decisions. If the FTA creates clearer and more stable arrangements, it would significantly improve our confidence in the Indian market.
Question 5: Would regulatory certainty affect your investment timing and scale?
Interviewer: Would regulatory certainty affect your investment timing and scale?
Interviewee 10: Yes. Greater certainty would make us more willing to move forward and potentially move earlier. However, the investment would still be phased. We would start with market testing and then increase resources if the results were positive. A successful export relationship could eventually justify a local office or more substantial presence. The decision would depend on both market performance and the regulatory environment.
Question 6: What operational barriers could remain?
Interviewer: What operational barriers could remain even after tariff reductions?
Interviewee 10: Logistics, compliance and distribution would remain important. India is a large and diverse market, so reaching customers efficiently requires planning. We would also need reliable local partners and a good understanding of regional requirements. These practical issues can create costs even when tariffs are lower. SMEs therefore need to consider the complete cost of market entry rather than focusing only on tariff reductions.
Question 7: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewer: How important are cultural and relationship factors?
Interviewee 10: They are important because successful internationalisation depends on understanding the local business environment. We would need to develop trust with partners and customers and adapt our communication where necessary. A local partner can help us understand expectations and avoid mistakes. I would see relationship development as part of our market-entry strategy.
Question 8: Would lower tariffs encourage greater commitment?
Interviewer: Would lower tariffs encourage greater commitment?
Interviewee 10: Yes, because they would improve the commercial attractiveness of exporting. If costs fall, we could potentially offer more competitive prices and achieve better margins. That would give us more reason to invest in marketing and distribution. However, increased commitment would still depend on actual market demand. Lower tariffs would support the decision but would not determine it by themselves.
Question 9: How should British SMEs respond to changing trade policies?
Interviewer: How should British SMEs respond to changing trade policies?
Interviewee 10: They should remain adaptable and regularly review their international strategy. SMEs cannot assume that conditions will remain unchanged. We would monitor tariffs, regulations, customer demand and competitor activity. Businesses should also focus on their strengths and avoid entering markets without a clear proposition. Flexibility allows SMEs to adjust their positioning when economic or regulatory conditions change.
Question 10: Overall, what impact do you expect the UK–India FTA to have on British SMEs?
Interviewer: Overall, what impact do you expect the FTA to have?
Interviewee 10: I expect the agreement to create more opportunities for British SMEs by reducing some trade barriers and increasing certainty. It could encourage businesses to move from indirect or cautious approaches towards more direct market engagement. However, SMEs will still face challenges involving logistics, compliance, culture and resources. The agreement should therefore be viewed as a facilitator of internationalisation. Businesses that combine the opportunities created by the FTA with careful planning are more likely to benefit.
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1. Whatis your understanding of the UK-India Free Trade Agreement and its
importance for your business?
2. How have the FTA negotiations influenced your intemationalisation decisions?

3. Which market-entry mode would you consider most appropriate for entering
India?

4. How important is regulatory certainty when considering enry into the Indian
market?

5. Would greater regulatory certainty affect the timing and scale of your Investment
in India?

6. What operational barriers could remain for British SMES despite tariff reductions?

7. How important are cultural differences and business relationships when entering
the Indian market?

8. Would lower tariffs encourage your business to use direct exporting or increase
its market commitment?

9. How should British SMESs adjust their market positioning in response to changing
Indian economic and trade policies?

10.Overall, what Impact do you expect the UK-India FTA to have on British SMES
entering the Indian market?
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