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Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and entrepreneurs are major drivers of innovation,
economic growth and job creation, and play a critical role in social cohesion. They are essential to
the Italian economy. This review underlines some important points of strength with respect to Italian
SMEs and entrepreneurship. Italy can be characterised as an SME economy, with very large numbers
of SMEs and entrepreneurs. Italian medium-sized firms very often excel in their market niches and,
on aggregate, their productivity exceeds that of their peers in countries such as Germany and France.
Italian SMEs have a strong propensity to business collaboration, as found for example in many world
class industrial clusters. The Italian business environment is also favourable to business start-ups.
The time needed to open a business is shorter than in most other OECD countries. Administrative
burdens on firms, especially those of small size, are also low thanks to simplification of rules and
procedures during the last 10 years. Important steps have also been taken by the government to
help SMEs negotiate the crisis by improving their access to finance; for example the resources of
the national credit guarantee fund have been increased and the government has brought forward
payments of state commercial arrears to private-sector firms.

But there are also areas of weakness. The global economic crisis has hit hard in Italy, which has
suffered a double-dip recession that has seen a reduction in the total stock of SMEs. Furthermore, the
Italian SME sector is dominated by micro and small firms, whereas productivity would be greatly
enhanced if the country were able to generate more high-productivity medium-sized companies
and high-impact entrepreneurship. For this to happen, barriers to business growth have to be
removed, including reducing the tax wedge on labour, streamlining the Italian tax system, favouring
competition, attracting and embedding foreign direct investment, supporting the growth of equity
finance and improving the training and skills of SMEs and entrepreneurs. The coherence of national
and local policies also needs to be increased, including the contribution of SME and entrepreneurship
programmes to the development of the south, and policies for industrial clusters rethought to enable
diversification and upgrading. The nature of these challenges is set out in this report together with
recommended policy responses.

The study is one of a series of OECD country reviews of SME and entrepreneurship issues and
policies, which provide a tool for assessing and improving the design and implementation of SME
and entrepreneurship policies and programmes in specific countries and for sharing experiences
across countries. They benchmark SME and entrepreneurship performance, explore the business
environment for SMEs and entrepreneurs, assess policies and programmes specifically targeted on
SMEs and entrepreneurs and offer recommendations for improvements. The reviews are based on a
standard methodology including a diagnostic questionnaire completed by the national authorities,
study missions and fieldwork, and a peer review of the report by Delegates in the OECD Working
Party on SMEs and Entrepreneurship.
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This review was requested by the Italian SME Envoy (i.e. Garante Nazionale delle PMI),
Mr. Giuseppe Tripoli, with a view to providing analysis and advice to Italian policy makers, SMEs
and SME stakeholders. Mr. Tripoli’s comments and feedback have also been helpful in steering the
work of the OECD secretariat towards the issues of greatest relevance to entrepreneurship and SME
development in Italy. The OECD will continue to work with the Italian government to push reforms
forward in entrepreneurship and SME development, which are critical for recovery from recession
and renewal with economic growth.

Sergio Arzeni

Director of the Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs and Local Development
OECD
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