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TOPIC TITLE: An Exploratory Study on Challenges Created by Globalisation for UK Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs) in International Trade



[bookmark: _Toc241347191][bookmark: _Toc241677823] Background of the Study
Globalisation is responsible for enhanced integration between national economies, which leads to improved access to foreign markets. Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) can take benefit from these developments to globalise, as diversify revenue & global supply chain. Globalisation, however, places smaller businesses under greater competition, regulatory complexity, financial uncertainty and international market forces.
Small and medium enterprises play a crucial role in the UK economy. The (Department for Business and Trade, 2025) states that SMEs made up around 99.85% of all UK private-sector businesses at the Start of 2025. These businesses employ 60% of the workforce and account for 51% of the turnover.
It’s highly relevant to understand the problems they face in international trade, given their economic importance.
Globalisation offers many opportunities, but SMEs often face challenges when entering and operating in other countries. (Leonidou, 2004) categorizes the internal barriers, which are limited financial resources, lack of the market information, and the constraints of marketing. External barriers are the government procedures, competition, and foreign market conditions.
Challenges like these could be more pronounced for SMEs as they typically have fewer resources than multinationals.
(Johanson and Vahlne, 2009) further stress that a good international business network can facilitate knowledge development and trustworthy relations. According to their upgraded Uppsala model, exclusion from pertinent international networks can increase uncertainty and limit foreign market opportunities.
This means that, in terms of understanding their international trading arrangements, it is relevant to investigate how UK SMEs experience and respond to the globalisation challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc241347192][bookmark: _Toc241677824]Research Problem
Globalisation offers numerous international business opportunities. However, there are several constraints that might limit UK SMEs ever participating in international business. Business firms face many concerns in going abroad. These include rising transportation costs, exchange-rate fluctuations, regulatory differences, limited international market knowledge and difficulties establishing overseas business relationships.
The (Office for National Statistics, 2025) reports that 34% of trading businesses with 10+ employees that had exported goods or services faced higher exporting costs in June 2025 than in June 2024. Although not only SMEs, but this statistic also demonstrates the financial strain of UK exporters. 
Existing literature identifies many barriers to SME internationalisation.  But, the barriers likely vary by business size, sector, international experience and target market. To fully understand how small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the UK experience challenges linked to globalisation, and how this affects their international trading, and the strategies they adopt, further exploratory research is required.
Research Aim
To explore the challenges created by globalisation for UK small and medium-sized enterprises engaged in international trade and examine the strategies they adopt to address these challenges.
 Research Questions
1. What are the main challenges created by globalisation for UK SMEs participating in international trade?
2. How do globalisation-related challenges affect the international trading activities and business performance of UK SMEs?
3. What strategies do UK SMEs adopt to overcome the challenges associated with globalisation in international trade?
5. Research Objectives
1. To identify and explore the principal financial, regulatory, operational and competitive challenges experienced by UK SMEs because of globalisation.
2. To examine how these challenges influence the international trading activities, market access and business performance of UK SMEs.
3. To investigate the strategies employed by UK SMEs to address globalisation-related challenges and support their participation in international trade.

[bookmark: _Toc241347193][bookmark: _Toc241677825]Why Is This Research Important?
This research is important because it deals with the problems faced by an important part of the UK economy in accessing increasingly interconnected international markets. The importance of this can be considered in academic, practical and economic terms.
From an academic viewpoint, this study will deepen our knowledge of SME internationalisation by seeking to understand how internal business constraints are interacting with global trading conditions. According to (Leonidou , 2004) foreign trade barriers could be useful for theoretical developments and (Johanson and Vahlne , 2009) the internationalisation model adds to the importance of and knowledge. Relationships and an international network are major sources of advantage for a firm in the context of internationalisation. Applying these perspectives to UK SMEs may highlight how established theoretical explanations relate to contemporary trading experiences.
From a practical note, the results may assist SME owners and managers in identifying international trading risks and developing appropriate mitigations. Recognizing the challenges of regulatory compliance, foreign competition, financial pressures, and international supply chain could lead to better business decision-making. The study might also find tactics such as digital technology, global partnerships, market diversification, and better export planning.
The research may have useful policy or economic implications for organisations charged with helping SMEs become internationalised.  Recognizing the challenges faced by smaller businesses would help in designing better export aid, global trade education, and monetary assistance. This is especially true since SMEs contribute a large portion of UK employment and turnover (Department for Business and Trade 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc241677826]Literature Review
According to the existing literature, globalisation represents both an opportunity and a major challenge for SMEs engaged in international trade. According to Leonidou (2004), barriers to SME internationalisation include both internal and external. Internal barriers comprise limited financial resources, insufficient knowledge of foreign markets and weaknesses in marketing capabilities. External barriers are related to regulatory requirements, competitive pressures and the unfamiliar conditions of the foreign markets. When it comes to international expansion, SMEs’ scarce resources may limit their costs and risk absorption capacity; this makes constraints relevant to them. 
The Uppsala Internationalization Model Provides Another Useful Viewpoint According to Johanson and Vahlne (2009), knowledge, relations and participation in relevant business networks significantly impact internationalisation. A firm with a weak international network is likely to experience greater uncertainty and greater difficulty in identifying and exploiting opportunities abroad. This is relevant to UK SMEs that may lack international connections compared with larger multi-national businesses.
Evidence from the UK indicate that these challenges evidence remain important.  The Department for International Trade (2023) states that time, cost and access to overseas contacts, customers and networks are key barriers to exporting. In addition, research on the UK SMEs’ experiences of internationalisation has shown that changes to regulations and trading post-Brexit have affected them (Wilson and Linares-Zegarra, 2023). Due to accessibility barriers, their responses to our survey may not be attributable to a generalised sentiment. The engagement of SMEs with digital tools (Bargoni et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc241677827]Methodology
The research in this study will be guided by the Research Onion framework by Saunders et al. (2019) in a systematic manner. According to the interpretation philosophy of the study, it will focus on the understanding of events of UK SME owners and managers that have taken place due to globalisation. Interpretivism is suitable since different individuals may experience international trading challenges depending on their business circumstances.
The chosen approach for this research will be inductive that would allow themes and explanations to emerge from the experience of the participants. It will not be a test of hypotheses that have already been formulated. The research will rely on a mono-method qualitative approach by using qualitative data that is most effective at offering a detailed account of the financial, regulatory, operational and competitive challenges confronting SMEs.
The research strategy will employ semi-structured interviewing with about 8–12 owners or managers of UK SMEs engaged in international business. Relevant international trading experience will be ensured by purposive sampling for the selection of participants. A cross-sectional time frame will be employed because the data will be gathered over a specific period and not over several years.
Analysis of the interview data will be done through thematic analysis to pin down patterns and strategies.  Considerations regarding ethics will encompass voluntary participation, confidentiality, informed consent and secure storage of data.
To sum up, the objective is to obtain a deeper understanding of how globalisation affects the UK SMEs’ international trading experience. The exploratory nature will ensure that challenges and business responses are analysed without an assumption that all SMEs experience globalisation the same way. 
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