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[bookmark: _Toc235031671]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc235031672]1.1 Background of the Study
Britain and India have long had relations based on mutual trade, investment and economic collaboration, and their trade, commercial and investment ties have grown increasingly close and mutually beneficial over the years. Since the UK left the European Union, it has emphasised the development of international trade relationships outside of Europe and made India one of its utmost priority strategic markets (Hadfield and Whitman, 2023). The negotiations towards a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) between the UK & India are still underway and should help to lower tariff and non-tariff barriers, aid regulatory co-ordination and optimise cross-border market access for businesses and investment.
[bookmark: _Toc235031673]1.2 Research Problem
The UK-India FTA negotiations have been considered significant, yet there is limited evidence on the impact of policy uncertainty on the choices of internationalisation of British SMEs. Small businesses and medium-sized businesses are likely to find it harder to understand the regulatory shifts and make decisions as a result of these shifts (Dempere et al. 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc235031674]1.3 Research Aim
This paper aims to understand the role policy uncertainty in the currently on-going Free Trade Agreement negotiations between the UK and India plays in the internationalisation decisions made by British SMEs. It evaluates the perception of regulatory uncertainty on market entry mode, and on strategic commitment and the time of investment in the Indian market.
[bookmark: _Toc235031675]1.4 Research Objectives
· To examine the essential provisions and present course of action in the UK–India trade negotiations regarding small business trade relations.
· To categorise the common expansion models which include direct export, partnership with corporations, technology licensing, and sole proprietorship that British businesses consider.
· To assess the influence of changes in regulatory certainty on the timeline and structure of foreign expansion for small businesses.
· To identify the common operational barriers, such as legal, cultural, and logistical constraints, despite lower tariff barriers.
· To develop strategies for British companies to adjust their market positioning due to evolving economic policies.
[bookmark: _Toc235031676]1.5 Research Questions
Main Research Question
· What is the impact of the current UK-India FTA negotiations on British SMEs' market entry strategies in India?
Sub-Research Questions
· What are the major issues and ongoing progress of the negotiations for the UK–India Free Trade Agreement, and how do these affect the UK's small and medium enterprises (SMEs)?
· Which overseas market entry modes – such as direct export, strategic partnerships, technology licensing and wholly owned subsidiary – do British SMEs have in mind when entering India?
· What are the implications for the timing, magnitude and configuration of foreign market expansions from UK-based SMEs in the context of a UK-India FTA where uncertainty can change during debates over the treaty?
· How can British SMEs leverage their decisions on market positioning and internationalisation in the changing trade policies of the UK and India?
[bookmark: _heading=h.o3jsu99ywzsv][bookmark: _Toc235031677]1.6 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: _Toc235031678]1.6 Rationale of the Study
The study is academically valuable since it enriches the SME internationalisation research by exploring the strategic decision-making in the formative phase of an ongoing trade negotiation, instead of after the implementation of the trade policy. In practical terms, the results could help SME managers assess the risk of entering the markets and make adjustments in their strategies in the uncertain institutional environment (Temouri et al. 2022). Resulting from the research, these have also been policy relevant in that they strive to present evidence that can act as input for government agencies and trade organisations active in the field of internationalisation of SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc235031679]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc235031680]2.1 UK–India Trade Relations
After Brexit, the UK had a very strong focus on bilateral trade with the high-growth economies, and India was identified as an important partner for taking up trade and investment diversification. Khan et al. (2022) also note that Brexit has opened up new institutional and commercial opportunities for the UK to pursue and establish new trading partnerships internationally, while Agarwal (2023) asserts that extending UK-India trade rests not just on policy, but also on the economic growth of both countries and trading opportunities within their markets.
[bookmark: _Toc235031681]2.2 Market Entry Strategies
The export, licensing, franchising, joint venture, strategic alliances and acquisitions of foreign subsidiaries are the methods that British SMEs might use to gain access. The study by Brouthers et al. (2022) suggests that the market entry decision should not be confined to the usual market entry contexts but should also take account of changes in the strategic and institutional contexts, especially at the international level where uncertainty persists and is commensurate with the haziness of the timing of the market entry. However, Petersen and Benito (2024) highlight the fact that whilst there are benefits of a completely independent subsidiary that provide increased strategic flexibility and long-term value creation, they do require significant managerial prowess and capital to implement.
[bookmark: _Toc235031682]2.3 Impact of Free Trade Agreements
Rather than an international agreement to free trade, Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) increase the competitiveness of international business by lowering tariffs, enhancing regulatory cooperation, promoting cross-border investment and streamlining trade procedures. According to Sunde (2025), these reduce transaction costs and generate new growth opportunities for SMEs, but the impact of these depends on the preparedness of the institution and the ability of the firm to adopt a strategic approach.
[bookmark: _Toc235031683]2.4 Challenges for British SMEs Entering India
Although full access to Indian markets is desired by British SMEs, there are many barriers they face in India. The impact of bureaucratic procedures and regulatory uncertainty, cultural differences, complexity in the supply chain and market competition all increase the operational and strategic risk. Based on the results of the review, Mihaylova et al. (2025) conclude that without some level of adaptation and flexibility in the organisations, excessive bureaucracy hampers the innovation efforts and international competitiveness of SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc235031684]2.5 Literature Gap
Previous literature mainly focuses on the impacts of the Terms of Agreement that have been signed on trade and investment, specifically on the performance of large multinational firms with strong strategic and financial capacities. As a result, little regard was paid to the factors that influence the limited market entry of SMEs from Britain in the context of ongoing trade talks and the changing institutional climate. This proposed study will fill the shortcomings by studying the strategic adaptation of SMEs in the condition of policy uncertainty and also presenting the contemporary evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235031685]2.6 Theoretical Framework of SME Internationalisation
Complementary theoretical explanations are provided that focus on the elements of learning, firm capabilities and institutional influences to explain the phenomenon of SME internationalisation. The Uppsala Model implies that companies grow by leaps and bounds as they gain experience and decrease in uncertainty, whereas the Eclectic Paradigm (OLI) emphasises ownership, location and internalisation benefits when deciding on foreign market entry. Besides that, Islam et al. (2023) suggest that SMEs in developing and emerging markets face the challenge of institutional and resource shortages as well. In the same way, Calheiros-Lobo et al. (2023) show that export performance relies on the linkage between inner source and external markets. Moving over to the firm–level perspective, Özbek et al. (2024) argue that institutional factors are a key determinant of the strategic reaction of SMEs to competitive pressures, raising the possibility that uncertainty in the negotiations for a UK-India FTA can have a role beyond simply influencing the advantages available to firms.
[bookmark: _Toc235031686]2.7 Conceptual Framework
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
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Source: Self-created
[bookmark: _Toc235031687]3. Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc235031688]3.1 Research Philosophy
There is a strong interpretativist philosophy underpinning this study due to an attempt to gain insight into how British SME managers interpret the strategic implications of the negotiations to conclude the UK-India Free Trade Agreement (FTA). The positivist approach yields quantitative data about trade outcomes, while an interpretivist approach allows understanding and analysis of the experiences, perceptions and decision-making of participants (Oral et al. 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc235031689]3.2 Research Approach
Data will be used to uncover knowledge rather than to verify or reject specific theories, developing this by an inductive approach. Although the previous research on FTAs and multinational enterprises (MNEs) has focused on completed FTAs and MNEs, this method will help build context-specific understanding of the strategic response by SMEs during actual trade talks.
[bookmark: _Toc235031690]3.3 Research Design
This type of study uses a qualitative multiple (combined) research model applied with semi-structured interviews and documentary analysis. The effects of the UK-India FTA policy uncertainty will be evaluated and be evaluated by comparing managers' perceptions about current policy negotiations with what they think will happen this time if they tarry. The findings from interviews will be triangulated with documentary evidence collected from the UK government (publications), the Department for Business and Trade (negotiations and DfT reports) and other trade policy documents to identify how perceived regulatory uncertainty affects market entry. This will make it possible to triangulate, thus enhancing the credibility of the findings (Marlina et al. 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc235031691]3.4 Research Strategy
Both semi-structured interviews and documentary analysis will be used in the study. Interviews will gather data on managerial thinking that cannot be obtained using a quantitative survey, and the contextual evidence will be obtained from the government publications, trade reports and policy documents. This will make it possible to triangulate, thus enhancing the credibility of the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc235031692]3.5 Research Method
Data will be obtained from primary sources through semi-structured interviews with SME owners and senior managers for internationalisation decision-making processes. Participants will explore both investment timing decisions and perceived business risk, the mode of entry into the Indian market and the impact of the ongoing UK–India FTA negotiations. The impact of policy on SME internationalisation will be comprehensively assessed through a combination of secondary evidence generated from government information, policy documents, trade information and academic literature, which will be compared with managerial perception.
[bookmark: _Toc235031693]3.6 Sampling and Sample Size
Target groups will be UK SMEs who are either in or interested in trading with India. A purposive sampling method will be used to select the informants with first-hand experiences of internationalisation decision-making. The number of managers interviewed approx. 10–15 corresponds with semi-structured questions, to the numbers found in qualitative research studies as a usable sample size to gain more thematic insights.
[bookmark: _Toc235031694]3.7 Data Collection
From September - October 2026, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with 10-15 British SME owners and senior managers, via Microsoft Teams or face-to-face where possible, and will last for around 20-30 minutes. The recruitment of participants will be done using a professional network, LinkedIn and the UK SME association. Similarly, secondary data will be gathered over the same time frame from the UK Government publications, Department for Business and Trade reports, FTA negotiation documents and industry reports, thereby giving contextual evidence for triangulation to support information from the primary data.
[bookmark: _Toc235031695]3.8 Data Analysis
Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step thematic analysis will be used for interview transcription. Initial codes include references to policy uncertainty, regulatory expectations, market entry strategies, investment timing and investment perceived risks. The codes will be organised into themes to discuss how the negotiations on a UK–India FTA affect internationalisation choices. To evaluate the relationship between trade policy changes and SME strategic responses, document evidence will be compared to themes gained from the interviews, using the process of triangulation.
[bookmark: _Toc235031696]3.9 Research Ethics
Data collection will be done with ethical approval. Participants will be provided with informed consent, participation will be free, confidentiality and anonymity will be respected, and secure storage of all gathered data will be ensured in compliance with the GDPR rules. Participants are allowed to drop from any stage for any reason without repercussions.
[bookmark: _Toc235031697]3.10 Reliability and Trustworthiness
In order to improve the quality of research, there will be the use of member checking, data triangulation, audit trail and thick description (Dahal, 2025). These procedures will enhance the trustworthiness, reliability and transparency of the findings and ensure that the interpretation of the findings reflects the views of the participants.
[bookmark: _Toc235031698]4. Expected Findings
It is hoped that the study will prove that policy uncertainty as a result of the UK/India FTA process has a significant effect on the internationalisation strategies of British SMEs. SMEs with greater uncertainty will be more likely to choose less risky entry strategies, to postpone investments and to be flexible in their choice of market entry. In contrast, higher confidence in future trade policy is expected to lead to a greater commitment of investment resources and commitment of more resources during entry modes. These results will give empirical evidence to understand how the trade policy changes affect the internationalisation choices of SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc235031699]5. Limitations
However, the study will be limited to a relatively small sample of SMEs, the focus being British SMEs, as the negotiations for the UK–India FTA are still ongoing, and time constraints will also be applied. This means that the findings cannot be fully generalizable but will offer specific context-specific data for the understanding of dynamic trade policy contexts for SME strategic decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc235031700]6. Resources and Planning 
[bookmark: _Toc235031701]6.1 Gantt Chart
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[bookmark: _Toc235031702]7. Conclusion
This idea would make for a viable study of the impact of the continuous UK–India FTA talks on SMEs' market entry strategies in India. This proposed “qualitative” methodology is well suited for examining the managerial decision-making process when policy uncertainty exists. The research will lead to the development of key contributions for the SME internationalisation literature as well as for business and policymakers.
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