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Abstract:

Purpose: Despite the established role of commercial diplomats in SMEs 
internationalization, our understanding of how commercial diplomats’ 
activities facilitate the development of SMEs in international markets 
remains far from c SMEs owner were SMEs owner were omplete. To fill 
this lacuna, this study explores the phenomenon of commercial diplomacy 
within the UAE and its implications for the internationalization efforts of 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 

Method: Two sets of data unveiling unique experiences of commercial 
diplomats and SMEs owners were drawn using semi-structured interviews. 
Thematic analysis of both the data sets offered unique perspectives. 
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Findings: The findings suggest the significance of human, financial, 
and digital resources in supporting the internationalization efforts of SMEs. 
Furthermore, understanding SME involvement in commercial diplomacy, 
experiences with UAE support programs, and tactics for entering overseas 
markets enhances comprehension of SME behavior during global expansion. 

Originality: This study contributes by highlighting the importance of 
institutional elements in influencing SME internationalization plans and 
offers significant insights for policymakers, practitioners, and researchers 
aiming to improve SME competitiveness in the global market. The 
implications of the results have significant importance for governments, 
business owners, and commercial diplomats.

Keywords: Commercial diplomacy, small and medium-sized 
enterprises, SME internationalization, institutional theory, commercial 
diplomacy activities, United Arab Emirates
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Introduction

In recent decades, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), strongly committed 
to attaining substantial economic growth has experienced a sustained 
economic expansion. The claim is evident from an IMF survey reporting a 
noticeable increase of 4.9% in 2022 compared to the earlier rate of 2.2% in 
2021.  The credit for burgeoning economic growth goes to the role small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) played in the economic development of 
the UAE. As of mid-2020, there were almost 350,000 SMEs in operation, 
accounting for a noteworthy 60% of the GDP in the UAE and employed 
86% of the workers in the private sector (UAE Government, 2020). 

The fact that SMEs are essential for economic diversity, creativity, and the 
creation of job opportunities cannot be denied (Gamidullaeva et al., 2020). 
UAE has been proactively supporting SME internationalization through 
diplomatic initiatives and the development of solid global connections. 
The process by which SMEs go global and expand their commercial 
activity into foreign markets as well as their home markets is known as 
“SME internationalization” (Bose, 2016, Ribau et al., 2018). Despite the 
growth SME internationalization brings, SME internationalization also 
goes through challenges such as limited financial availability, insufficient 
resources and expertise, and issues in establishing global networks (Bose, 
2016, Naray, 2011).

Moreover, SME exporters in the UAE are on a decline (SME Report, 
2019); most SMEs in the GCC Gulf region export, but there are still a 
lot of undiscovered markets in Africa, the Middle East, and Eastern 
Europe. Despite their attempts at globalization, SMEs in the UAE cannot 
fully realize their export potential (SME Report, 2019). Notwithstanding 
government initiatives, high export costs and knowledge gaps in outside 
markets remain problematic for SMEs in the UAE. Internationalization is 
a difficult endeavor because of these obstacles, which impact both local 
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SMEs in the UAE and international SMEs looking to expand in the UAE.

A country’s efforts to enhance global interactions and foster a favorable 
atmosphere for economic growth and progress lie in its commercial 
diplomacy (CD) (Lop, 2017). This is because the practice of CD has the 
potential to provide advantages for SMEs in several aspects, which include 
facilitating the establishment of company operations in previously untapped 
areas, granting SMEs access to a wider customer base, and mitigating the 
risks associated with international expansion (Chandra et al., 2020). This 
is important because CD not only advances but also safeguards a nation’s 
commercial interests, especially those of SMEs using diplomatic strategies 
and assets (Nurhasdy et al., 2016).

Despite the established role and significance of CD in SMEs 
internationalization, our understanding of how CD activities facilitate the 
development of SMEs in international markets remains far from complete 
(Georgiadou and Hughes, 2017). Thus, to dig deeper and understand how 
CD facilitates internationalization in the UAE, its influence on SMEs and 
their internationalization remains largely neglected (Refass et al., 2023). 
Understanding the role of CD holds value because commercial diplomats 
(CDs), employed by foreign embassies significantly influence the practice 
of cross-border business diplomacy Salisbury (2021). Thus, to extend the 
institutional theory and address the constant calls to explore the impact of 
the UAE’s CD on its global position as well as the development of SMEs 
locally, we had to dig deeper and engage in critical analysis. This study 
explores the impact of business diplomacy in the UAE as it clarifies the 
complex dynamics between formal and informal institutions that influence 
the impacts of CD on the international expansion of SMEs. 

To fill the lacuna, we collected data through semi-structured interviews 
from both commercial diplomats and SMEs owners to know their unique 
perspectives. Thematic analysis of both sets of interviews provided novel 
insights.  Findings unveiled the significance of human, financial, and digital 
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resources to support the internationalization efforts of SMEs. Furthermore, 
understanding SME involvement in commercial diplomacy, experiences 
with UAE support programs, and tactics for entering overseas markets 
enhances comprehension of SME behavior during global expansion. This 
study highlights the importance of institutional elements in influencing SME 
internationalization plans and offers significant insights for policymakers, 
practitioners, and researchers aiming to improve SME competitiveness in 
the global market.

Based on institutional theory this study offers several theoretical 
contributions to the literature.  First, based on the findings, we developed a 
framework explaining the process, informing how commercial diplomacy 
facilitates SME internationalization.  Second, the framework developed in 
this study broadens the scope of institutional theory by providing insights 
into how institutional dynamics impact the behavior of SMEs in global 
marketplaces. Third, the study highlights the significance of incorporating 
temporal and cross-cultural aspects into institutional frameworks, offering 
solutions for SMEs to effectively traverse institutional obstacles. Fourth, 
the study emphasizes the significance of players such as CDs as institutional 
entrepreneurs who can shape institutional frameworks to facilitate the 
internationalization of SMEs. 

From a practical standpoint, this study not only highlights the crucial role 
of CDs in assisting SMEs but also alerts policymakers about customized 
support initiatives and acknowledges the relevance of both official and 
informal institutions in promoting CD. Moreover, the recommendations 
for boosting SME internationalization efforts via cooperation among 
stakeholders highlight the economic advantages of exchanging information 
and coordinating efforts.  
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Theoretical Background 

Commercial Diplomacy, its activities and SME Internationalization

Diplomacy refers to overseeing and regulating interactions between 
countries through CDs in the home and host countries (Hajdukiewicz, 
2018). The CD process substantially impacts diplomats and embassies 
(Moons and de Boer, 2014), fosters international commerce, and economic 
collaboration through diplomatic means. CD as a concept represents the 
dynamic interplay between trade and diplomacy, transcending its previous 
association with purely commercial or imperialistic motivations (Visser 
and Ruël, 2014). CD encompasses a range of activities undertaken by 
stakeholders, including organizations and people engaged in CD (see table 
1). These activities can potentially yield advantages for the nation and its 
business sector. 

CD promotes internationalization by increasing supply chain 
performance, international trade, and industry and government participation 
(Ratten et al., 2007). Particularly in nations with weak legal systems, CD 
lessens ambiguity about democracy (Gertz, 2018). In their foreign policy, 
nations use either sharp power—sanctions and military action—or soft 
power—diplomacy and international support (Lambert, 2022). However, 
there is a need to understand CD to handle industrial dislocation, changing 
markets, new international clients, monopolistic suppliers, and growing 
global integration in host and home nations (Lundblad and Obstfelder, 
2018).
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Table 1: CD activities

Methodology

We adopted an interpretive research philosophy (Eatough and Ṣmith, 
2017) and qualitative research method to gather raw subjective data by 
exploring stakeholders’ experiences in promoting business diplomacy 
between their home and host nations. Moreover, we also explored the 
experiences of CDs that can guide ṢMEs to internationalize. 
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Data collection, sampling and participants’ selection

The data was collected through semi-structured interviews to capture 
the essence of participants’ lived experiences. We employed two sets of 
samples guided by literature as well as required by the research objectives. 
We conducted 11 interviews with diplomats in Foreign Missions accredited 
to the UAE and 11 interviews with established SME owners. Moreover, data 
was collected simultaneously from both groups using different interview 
protocols tailored to each sample as the questions to be asked from these 
groups were different. As the study aims to investigate and analyze the 
phenomena of SMEs and how they may benefit from CD based on the 
perspectives and experiences of SME owners and CDs purposive sampling 
was chosen as the sampling strategy.  Such methods are commonly used in 
qualitative research and were appropriate for this study (Bell et al., 2022). 

Our purposeful sample followed the predefined selection criteria. The 
selection criteria for CDs required that they hold diplomatic status by 
serving in a foreign diplomatic mission accredited by the UAE, have at 
least one year of experience at their post in the UAE, and be involved in 
business–government interactions between their home country and the host 
nation. The selection criteria for CDs were guided by precedents in the 
diplomacy literature (Clark and Jones, 2019). The criteria ensure they have 
adequate experience and engagement in CD with the UAE. SME owners 
were screened to meet the definitional criteria of an SME firm size (SME 
Agency, 2015). 

In addition, the criteria for selecting the sample of SMEs include the 
company’s location in the UAE, its classification as an SME, its presence in 
the local market for at least three years, and the participant’s top management 
position. More information regarding the participants is presented in the 
table below. UAE-based CDs and SME owners constituted the study’s 
participants. The rationale behind choosing CDs was that they play a 
crucial role in facilitating and advancing trade and investment activities 
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between nations and to comprehend the significance and role of CD in the 
UAE, their perspectives were crucial. Similarly, the experiences of SME 
owners were equally important because there was a need to comprehend 
their viewpoints regarding what support they require through CD and 
how that support can boost their internationalization. Thus, gaining the 
perspectives of both stakeholders enabled the researcher to investigate the 
obstacles encountered by both groups and make sense of the opportunities 
presented by CDs to SMEs.

 Prior studies on diplomacy have also employed a comparable 
methodology wherein interrogating policymakers and intended beneficiaries 
as distinct samples (Huang and Wang, 2020, Wang, 2020) permitted the 
collection of insights regarding both supply and demand. The rationale was 
not only logical but guided by the literature too. For example, in earlier 
studies (Johnson et al., 2021) conducted interviews with CDs to discuss 
the function of CD, as well as their activities and results. Chan et al. (2019) 
conducted interviews with SME owners to assess the influence of policies 
on their development and international expansion strategies. Guided by 
these studies, interviews with CDs and SME owners were conducted. The 
interviews were in Arabic and English to accommodate the participants’ 
needs. However, Arabic interviews were transcribed into Arabic and later 
translated into English for the data analysis. Still, the meaning of the 
Arabic transcripts was preserved throughout the translation process. The 
participants also gave their consent before the interviews, and they were 
assured that their anonymity would be maintained.
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Table 2: Participants’ Profile

Note: CD-Commercial Diplomat; ṢMEO-ṢME Owner

Findings

Thematic analysis was conducted using NVivo software to analyze 
the data collected through interviews with CDs and ṢME owners. By 
conducting thematic analysis on data collected with two groups, various 
themes and sub-themes were generated, presented in the sub-sections 
below. The section below first interprets interviews with Commercial 
diplomats followed by ṢMEs owners. 
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Commercial Diplomats’ Perspectives 
Figure 1 shows the results of CDs data analysis.

Figure 1: CDs’ Perspectives

Exploring Perspectives and Practices in Commercial Diplomacy: 
Bridging Views and Actions

Theme 1 encapsulates sub-themes of CD activities and views on 
diplomacy.

Views on CD: Ṣome participants believed that CD fosters relationships 
between nations, whilst others believe that CD nurtures relationships for 
the mutual benefits of nations’ economies. 

“To me Commercial Diplomacy is to build relationships 
with all potential and actual buyers and assist them to increase 
or assist trading with businesspeople (CD-01)

“Commercial diplomacy can be as part of economic 
diplomacy can be defined as any diplomatic activity that 
promotes the state’s economic interests. Here we include 
attractive investments promoting exports mainly (CD_05).”
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Delegates also asserted the importance of trade and economic ties 
in bilateral relations between countries. Successful trade and economic 
cooperation help both parties to gain from increased trade volumes, GDP 
growth, and advanced developmental fields. This shows that the partner 
understands the value of solid economic ties for both nations. Participants 
view the acts that embody CD activities. A few interviewees stated that CD 
activities, like attending trade shows, give businesses the chance to speak 
and engage face-to-face with possible clients or partners. As an example of 
the role trade shows play in providing business exposure and networking 
opportunities for international presence in other countries, participant 
CD_02 mentions encouraging businesses from his home country to visit 
the UAE and showcase their offerings in the regional market. The response 
from participant CD_02 shows how actively network-building helps to 
forge relationships, open doors for business, and promote trade contacts.

“I would say the most effective way will be through (fairs) 
as it allows us to meet and interact with people directly as we 
always encourage businesses from Guatemala to come to UAE 
to expose their business in the region market (CD_02).”

 Likewise, participant CD_09 makes a passing reference to the value of 
networking, pointing out that making personal relationships and accepting 
invitations complete tasks successfully. 

 “The networking is really important and if you got someone 
person can invite you to someone, that’s the way. Generally, if 
you want to make something to be done right, so that’s how I 
feel. Which generally feel about it (CD_09).”

The response implies that the participant understands the importance of 
utilizing personal connections and creating networks to complete CD tasks.
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Role of Commercial Diplomats 

Building networks highlights the role of CDs in building networks 
as it allows them to increase their contacts, which can further help them 
in building diplomatic relations between the countries. CDs serve as 
intermediaries between businesses from different countries, helping 
SMEs navigate the complexities of foreign markets and establish fruitful 
connections. For instance, CD-03 emphasizes the proactive nature of the 
commercial diplomat’s role in supporting SMEs. 

“So, it’s about networking, it’s about getting people together, 
understanding what their expectation is, explaining to them what the reality 
is (CD_03).”

They describe tasks such as assisting companies in finding suppliers, 
partners, and customers, underscoring the diplomat’s role in actively 
facilitating networking opportunities. 

“Anything generally, you need to Know that takes time in this country 
to make the connections and so on, and you have to be patient and work on 
the contacts (CD_09).”

CD-09 adds depth to this interpretation by highlighting the importance 
of patience and perseverance in building connections abroad. This insight 
underscores the long-term nature of relationship-building in international 
business contexts, emphasizing that CDs must invest time and effort in 
cultivating contacts to facilitate SMEs’ success. 

Assisting SMEs reflects on the role of CDs in collecting information 
about host countries and providing that information to the SMEs, which is 
essential for facilitating effective communication, negotiation, and deal-
making. CD_03 emphasizes the importance of understanding the cultural 
nuances and perspectives of the host country and by acknowledging the 
significance of trust and communication in business interactions, the 
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participant highlights the diplomat’s role in gathering insights into the 
cultural context of the host country. 

“You just have to understand why somebody Trusts them a certain 
way, and it’s very important in communication, in negotiation, in making 
deals happen to understand the other side, to understand the other culture 
(CD_03)”.

Collecting information about local customs, business practices, and 
societal norms is crucial for fostering successful business relationships.

“The role of Commercial Diplomat is to do matchmaking. When we 
receive any request from the UAE business community including SMEs, 
we try to provide the necessary information to them. Moreover, we also 
conduct several seminars and attend several seminars with our businessmen 
in order to increase relationships and business (CD_01).”

 Similarly, CD_11 and CD_01 underscore the importance of knowledge 
acquisition in conducting business in the host country. While acknowledging 
the international nature of business processes, CD_11 emphasizes the 
uniqueness of the UAE market compared to other countries like Mexico, 
which implies that CDs must gather specific information about the 
regulatory environment, market trends, and business protocols in the UAE 
to assist businesses effectively. 

Understanding Markets primarily focuses on political aspects, such as 
rules and regulations. As participants CD_03 and CD_07 outlined, CDs 
have to navigate the differences and complexities inherent in various 
systems and regulations. 

” Experience in doing business in the UAE, knowledge of the 
rules and regulations, as well as good relationships across the 
key stakeholders are all very important and helpful (CD_07)”
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“I mean that’s one of our main parts of our job is to help 
people understand these differences because when you grow 
up in a certain system, whether it be how the government 
works, how you know, decisions are made and published and 
community (CD_03)”

CDs provide insights into how governments function, how decisions are 
made, and how communities operate within a specific market environment. 
Accordingly, diplomats empower businesses to navigate these differences 
effectively and make informed decisions that align with the nuances of 
the target market. CDs must possess a deep understanding of the market 
dynamics, including regulatory frameworks, to provide valuable support 
to businesses. Additionally, maintaining strong relationships with key 
stakeholders enhances the diplomat’s ability to advocate for the interests of 
their home country’s businesses.

Increasing bilateral trade: Participant CD_07 emphasizes that the work 
of CDs facilitates trade relations between government entities and also builds 
connections among a wide range of stakeholders, including companies, 
specialists, and investors from both countries. These findings emphasize the 
different ways CDs can help SMEs with the internationalization process. 
Diplomats use their networks and ties to assist SMEs in finding and linking 
up with possible partners, suppliers, distributors, and other important 
contacts in the desired foreign market. 

“Work of the commercial diplomats includes building trade relations, 
not only between the government entities, but also between any key 
stakeholders, companies, specialists, and investors of the respective 
countries. Mainly by organizing bilateral meetings, events and connecting 
relevant parties to discuss various topics of interest and potential ways of 
collaboration (CD_07)”
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Diplomats provide advice to SMEs on how to handle administrative 
procedures, licensing, and regulations to successfully set up business in 
foreign countries. Diplomats facilitate cooperation among stakeholders 
to help SMEs obtain resources, partners, and chances to establish their 
presence in the market. 

Dynamics of SME Internationalization

This theme regards the considerations for SMEs and the support needed 
from home and host countries during internationalization. 

Considerations for SMEs reflect the multifaceted factors and strategic 
deliberations involved in the process of SMEs expanding their operations 
into international markets and it encapsulates the various considerations, 
challenges, and opportunities that SMEs encounter as they navigate the 
complexities of global business environments. As outlined by participant 
CD_10, it can be understood that the value proposition of investing in trade 
shows stands as a pivotal entry point for SMEs venturing into international 
markets. 

“It’s worth making the investment going to the trade show, trying to 
find the distribution partner, delivering a first delivery, and then seeing 
how things develop. So, I would say try to, you know, understand as much 
as you can. Where you are, what the opportunities are and don’t be Afraid 
of Telling people that you don’t think there’s potential and you know you 
always have to have a reason why (CD_10)”.

Here, trade shows emerge not merely as exhibitions of products and 
services but as opportunities for networking and partnership cultivation. 
Following the identification of potential partners or clients at trade shows, 
the participant suggests that SMEs should consider delivering an initial 
shipment of products or services to initiate business relationships, allowing 
SMEs to build trust with stakeholders.
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Involvement of the home country sheds light on the fact that the home 
country and its government authorities play a crucial role in supporting 
the SME internationalization process. CD_04 asserts that diplomatic 
engagement and official visits from authorities of the home country 
facilitate the internationalization process. SMEs gain access to valuable 
networking opportunities and support for business ventures in foreign 
markets. Similarly, CD_11 emphasizes the role of diplomatic efforts in 
supporting SME internationalization, showcasing a proactive approach by 
government officials in promoting economic cooperation. 

“I have to see they were happy to not only visit the country 
but have opportunities to meet high level official starting from 
the president to business community and experience the essence 
of Costa Rica and push on signing many deals and explore the 
coffee industry (CD_04)”. 

“Back in Feb. 2022 the minister of economy of Mexico was 
on an official visit to UAE and one of her main objectives was 
to focus on supporting SMEs so we in the embassy are focused 
as well on that by helping Mexican SMEs to establish their 
business in the UAE (CD_11).”

The official visits by officials from home countries signify a concerted 
effort by the home country to prioritize SME interests in international trade 
relations. 

Support from the host country. Along with the involvement of the 
home country, support from the host country (UAE) is equally valuable 
for internationalization. The participants highlighted various aspects of 
the UAE’s institutional framework, policies, and networking opportunities 
that foster an environment conducive to SME growth and expansion. 
For instance, the emphasis on the efficiency and digitization of formal 
institutions in the UAE, as CD_01 reflects, indicates that SMEs operating 
in the country benefit from streamlined processes. 
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“Yes, the formal institutions of the UAE are giving quick 
service to the traders. They are more digitalized also (CD_01).”  

This streamlined bureaucracy can significantly reduce barriers to entry 
and operational challenges for SMEs seeking to establish or expand their 
presence in the UAE market. Overall, responses collectively suggest that 
the involvement of the UAE is integral to the SME internationalization 
process. 

Resources Needed for SME Internationalization 

Resources needed for SME internationalization include human 
resources, digital technologies, and financial resources.

Human resources indicate that stakeholders are the crucial aspects 
of the internationalization process. CD_03, reflects on the significance 
of strategically allocating manpower, time, and expertise is crucial for 
internationalization, which highlights the importance of proficient staff 
in leading internationalization endeavors, whether in market analysis, 
networking, or strategy planning. Whilst financial resources outline the 
need to support SMEs in their internationalization process. 

“SMEs, once they start their activity, they can receive 
funds to develop and Support them going into foreign markets 
(CD_05)”.

CD_05 highlights the importance of financial resources as another 
key component. SMEs frequently need financial backing to facilitate their 
expansion into international markets, which may include obtaining funds 
for market research, product development, marketing campaigns, or setting 
up international operations. The participant proposes that SMEs should 
have access to funding possibilities designed to help their international 
activities, highlighting the importance of financial support in facilitating 
SME internationalization. 
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Participants CD_11 and CD_08 emphasized that digital technologies 
play a crucial role in enabling SME internationalization. CD_11 discusses 
the use of digital platforms overseen by government entities to help SMEs 
participate in global marketplaces. This highlights the significance of 
digital infrastructure in granting SMEs entry to international markets, 
allowing them to exhibit their products or services and engage with 
potential partners or clients. CD_08 highlights the simplicity and efficiency 
of digital platforms, acting as comprehensive resources for SMEs looking 
to negotiate the intricacies of international trade. 

“It acts as a digital platform for SMEs to plug their company 
information on that site and it’s regulated by the ministry as 
they approve the admission of the company to ensure its legit 
business (CD_11)

“The fact that everything is either online or set up in a 
way that it is a one-stop shop concept is something that really 
attracts companies here (CD_08)”.

This highlights how digital technologies are enabling SMEs to 
access global markets, creating fairer competition and improving their 
competitiveness on a global scale. Diplomats facilitate access to funding, 
incentives, and investment opportunities provided by government export 
promotion programs and development banks in both home and host 
countries. 

Strategies for Commercial Diplomats for SME Internationalization 

Strategies for CDs that facilitate SME internationalization in a 
competitive environment are discussed below. 

Building connections appears as a cornerstone strategy, as indicated 
by CD_11, who emphasizes the significance of developing relationships 
with key UAE players, particularly government officials and the emphasis 
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is on developing ties with authority bodies reflects the diplomat’s role in 
creating an enabling climate for SMEs. 

“So, you know the interaction between accelerators, 
incubators all these entities that are fostering and developing 
SMEs and start-ups and entrepreneurs (CD_02)”.

“What I will say they need to focus on establishing 
relations with partners here in UAE and especially government 
officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry 
of Economy as it’s very important to have and maintain those 
relations (CD_11).”

Similarly, CD_02 stresses involvement with entities like accelerators 
and incubators, recognizing their critical role in developing SMEs and 
entrepreneurs and emphasizing the significance of building relationships 
across the business ecosystem. 

Effective communication and collaboration stand out as a critical 
method for CDs, as underlined by CD_03 and CD_07. CD_03 emphasizes 
the need to establish communication channels between organizations, 
highlighting the potential ripple impact of successful collaborations. 
Meanwhile, CD_07 calls for increased engagement between UAE SMEs 
and foreign counterparts to improve competitiveness and information 
sharing.

“To build a communication route, because one thing that 
I am pretty certain of is that companies talk to each other. So, 
if somebody works with you, it is quite like, and they have a 
successful experience (CD_03).”

“Increase, encourage and find new ways how the UAE’s 
SME companies can collaborate with International companies 
and to increase competitiveness via know-how (CD_07)”.  
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These responses highlight the importance of business diplomacy 
in creating communication and collaborations that help SME 
internationalization efforts move ahead. 

Understanding potential markets has emerged as a strategic necessity, 
with CD_02 emphasizing the importance of SMEs and startups directly 
visiting target markets to assess needs and explore chances for innovation. 
Furthermore, CD_03 emphasizes the need to understand market 
characteristics such as industry trends and legal environments, highlighting 
the diplomat’s responsibility in offering vital insights to SMEs navigating 
international markets. 

“You need to know which lawyers to recommend. You need 
to understand which industries are growing, which industries 
are shrinking and that just takes time. And SMEs, especially 
usually don’t have the luxury of being able to take that time to 
figure these things out (CD_03)”.

“So, I believe SMEs, start-ups should go and visit their 
potential markets to see what the needs of those markets are, 
but also to see what the possibilities are of creating new needs 
for these people. And this is a way a good way of learning 
interaction with people and best practices are the best way I 
would say (CD_02)”.

Hence, CDs play an important role in assisting SMEs to negotiate 
the hurdles of international expansion and seize global possibilities by 
employing these strategic tactics. 

SME Owners’ Perspectives 

Based on the analysis of interviews conducted with SME owners, the 
following themes were generated as represented below. 
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 Figure 2: SME Owners’ Perspectives

SMEs International Expansion

This theme involves a sub-theme of international presence, choice of 
international markets and ṢMEs current advancements. 

International presence indicates the current presence of ṢMEs in 
the international markets and also outlines a variety of techniques ṢMEs 
use to establish themselves in international markets. While some, such as 
ṢMEO_07, prioritize online reach to reach foreign clients without the need 
for physical offices, others, such as ṢMEO_11, choose a multi-location 
strategy with headquarters and branch offices in several countries. These 
different methods show the flexibility and adaptation that ṢMEs’ expansion 
initiatives require.  

“Currently with the online reach that allowed us to reach international 
customers we do not plan to open physical offices outside the UAE as we 
reached clients from Britain, UṢA and Ṣouth Korea (ṢMEṢ0_07)”.
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“We are operating in UAE. We have our headquarters in Abu Dhabi 
and then we have a company in Dubai in, in Saudi Arabia, in Oman and in 
Pakistan also (SMEO_11)”.

The choice of international markets indicates the market choice of 
SME owners, who were interviewed. When it comes to international 
markets, SMEs display a comprehensive awareness of market dynamics 
and client needs. SMEO_01, for example, prioritizes GCC nations due 
to existing client contacts, aligning its expansion strategy with customer 
demand. In contrast, SMEO_10 indicates a desire to enter the US market, 
motivated by the opportunity for business growth in a big and dynamic 
market environment. 

“So, the next markets will enter where we actually have 
a registered entity as opposed to just employing people there 
or providing digital services, there are Saudi, India, Kenya 
and Nigeria and we’re looking at these markets for different 
reasons. (SMEO_02).”

“Preferably GCC countries like Qatar, KSA, Oman, Kuwait. Most of 
our existing clients also have business operations in these countries. So, 
it makes more sense for us to follow our customers’ needs (SMEO_01).”

SMEO_02 takes a systematic strategy for market expansion, targeting 
nations where it may form registered entities and demonstrating strategic 
consideration of regulatory frameworks and market conditions. 

SMEs and current advancements indicate SMEs awareness regarding 
the current breakthroughs and industry trends, employing technology 
innovations and strategic objectives to improve their competitive posture. 
SMEO_07 emphasizes the importance of digital readiness by showcasing 
the functioning online platform and operational online learning programs 
that allowed for business continuity during the pandemic. SMEO_02 
emphasizes the significance of continual investment in market research and 
technical improvements to stay ahead of the competition. 
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“You know we do continuous like market research; we’re continuously 
updating the research that we have and trying to understand how we can 
use these technologies (SMEO_02)”.

“The company’s strategic goals are what differentiate us as they promote 
establishing smart business that speed the process of business from cutting 
cost, and better quality. We offer Innovative projects as we always up to 
date (SMEO_03).”

Furthermore, SMEO_03 emphasizes the importance of strategic goals 
in creating corporate distinctiveness and competitiveness, with an emphasis 
on smart business practices that improve efficiency and quality.

Challenges faced by SMEs for internationalization

This theme was derived based on various challenges related to the 
internationalization of SMEs which consist of sub-themes of cultural 
differences, market requirements, high prices, limited resources and 
governance, and a perceived lack of support from diplomats. 

Cultural differences indicate the challenges related to cultural 
differences that SMEs face while expanding in international markets. 
Cultural differences present a major challenge for SMEs expanding into 
global markets. SMEO_02 recognizes the need to consider these variations, 
emphasizing the significance of comprehending and dealing with cultural 
subtleties to guarantee successful growth endeavors.

 “We’re trying to say, you know, we understand that this is a difficult 
thing for you to talk about or we understand that you think about this in a 
particular way, and you know, here’s information about it in a way that might 
be more you know that will hopefully be acceptable to you (SMEO_02)”.

 The participant stresses the importance of adapting communication 
and information distribution strategies to align with the cultural nuances 
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of specific markets, highlighting the significance of cultural intelligence in 
navigating varied corporate environments.

Another challenge participants faced was ‘Different market 
requirements. SMEO_03 has expressed concerns about the lack of 
information on rules and regulations in target countries, stressing the 
importance of fully knowing and adhering to foreign legal systems. 
SMEO_08 highlights the supply chain logistics issues in specific markets 
such as Saudi Arabia, demonstrating the various market-specific obstacles 
that SMEs face during their expansion efforts. 

“I believe all the safety policies implemented in the UAE helped us 
in promoting the trade relations since investors seek security and a strong 
judicial system which are strongly implemented by the UAE government 
with our businessmen in order to increase relationship and business 
(SME0_03)”.

    “It is difficult…Saudi is also very difficult to supply (SME0_08)”.

These challenges do not allow SMEs to operate in international markets 
as they need to be aware of what regulations a country has for SMEs and 
how that can support or impede their growth. 

High costs are involved. The significant expenses linked to worldwide 
expansion provide a challenging obstacle for SMEs. SMEO_02 underscores 
the financial risks involved in venturing into new markets, stressing the 
significant cash commitment needed for expansion endeavors. SMEO_07 
highlights the high costs associated with living and conducting business in 
specific countries, which act as barriers to entering the international market. 

“Every time we enter a new market, we potentially put quite 
a lot of capital at risk; I think challenges of setting up in the UAE 
specifically have only really been cost related (SME0_02)”. 
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“The main challenges that made us overlook international 
markets that I mentioned above were the high cost of living 
on those countries, the high cost and difficulty of opening a 
business on those countries (SMEO-07)”

The responses highlight the financial challenges that SMEs encounter 
during international expansion, emphasizing the importance of strategic 
financial planning and risk management. 

Lack of resources and governance: SMEs confront additional 
obstacles in internationalization due to insufficient resources and 
governance. SMEO_03 expresses frustration about the lack of knowledge 
and investment opportunities in foreign nations, which hampers the ability 
to make educated decisions and allocate resources effectively. SMEO_09 
also highlights governance as a crucial concern, citing the lack of legal 
frameworks and support systems as barriers to SMEs entering global 
markets. 

“As I mentioned before we lack the availability of information and the 
investment opportunities available in other countries (SME0_03)”.

“If we are focusing on SME and accessing international markets, I 
would say the biggest challenge is not having governance (SME0_09)”.

These participant responses emphasize the significance of strong 
infrastructure and governance frameworks to support SMEs in their 
internationalization endeavors. 

Lack of support from diplomats: SMEs pursuing internationalization 
experience additional frustration due to the perceived lack of cooperation 
from diplomats. SMEO_08 expresses discontent with the help offered by 
diplomatic channels, pointing out a perceived disparity between initial 
aid and ongoing involvement, which emphasizes the crucial necessity 
for dependable and steady support mechanisms for SMEs during the 
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internationalization process, stressing the importance of improved 
collaboration and engagement between SMEs and diplomatic bodies. 
CDs are the most crucial stakeholders that can help SMEs when they are 
engaging in internationalization. 

“You can, but traditionally you will never get the support you need 
from a business Advocacy group or a country group…No, no, actually this 
is one of the important like even I met another SME, he said exactly, but 
with different words that, yes, though they are supporting us, the business 
support organization and the diplomatic but after the press release, after all 
this big event, they are nowhere to be found (SME0_08)”.

Role of commercial diplomats to benefit SMEs in the UAE

This theme examines the contribution of CDs to the success of SMEs in 
the UAE, which consisted of the sub-themes discussed below. 

Organizing trade shows: Organizing trade shows was recognized as a 
vital part of the diplomat’s responsibilities, as emphasized by SMEO_01 and 
SMEO_09. SMEs appreciate the networking opportunities offered by trade 
fairs hosted by the national business council, highlighting the significance 
of these events in linking SMEs with possible partners, consumers, and 
investors. SMEO-09 stresses the need to arrange roadshows and events to 
introduce SMEs to global audiences, collect feedback, and spark interest in 
their products. 

“The country’s business council can be more active in the business sector. 
We benefit from the networking activities they organized (SMEO_01)”.

“Organizing road show of events is best example to expose SMEs to 
international audience and get their feedback and interest on the topics 
being offered by these SMEs in the international market (SMEO_09)”.

The responses highlight the diplomat’s role in establishing forums for 
SMEs to exhibit their products or services, broaden their connections, and 
investigate potential prospects in international markets. 
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Provide information: SME owners consider providing information 
as a crucial role of CDs. SMEO_05 emphasizes the diplomat’s function 
in advancing SME expansion through enabling access to knowledge and 
resources, which involves delivering information on market dynamics, 
regulatory requirements, and commercial prospects, as well as assisting in 
dealing with cross-border trade obstacles. 

“When you look at an SME, you are always helping to draw we are a 
contributor to the Growth of the country. In terms of the staff that you’re 
hiring, what they do, what sort of living they have in terms of supporting 
trading with the different countries largely (SMEO_05)”.

Diplomats help SMEs by providing them with pertinent information 
and counsel, enabling them to make educated decisions and capitalize on 
international economic possibilities. 

Provide resources: Furthermore, CDs are seen as suppliers of crucial 
resources needed for the success of SMEs, as indicated by SMEO_06 
and SMEO_07, which led to the identification of a third sub-theme 
‘Provide resources’. SMEO_06 highlights the initiatives of missions and 
organizations in facilitating the connection between SMEs and resources to 
address the obstacles related to international expansion. This may involve 
access to market research, networking opportunities, finance sources, and 
other support services customized to meet the specific requirements of 
SMEs. SMEO_07 emphasizes the significance of providing SMEs with 
access to valuable resources and financial support to enable them to engage 
in sustainable international business activities. 

SMEs Experience with Commercial Diplomacy Activities 

This theme emerged based on the experiences of SME owners who 
engaged in diplomacy activities, which emerged from the codes represented 
below. 
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SMEs’ involvement in CD activities is demonstrated by the responses 
from participants, showcasing the extent and intensity of their engagement. 
SMEO_10’s connection with AICEP from Portugal and Sharjah Chamber, 
together with supporting organizations like AIMMP from Portugal, 
demonstrates a strong network of collaborations developed through 
CD activities. This engagement emphasizes the importance of CDs in 
enabling connections between SMEs and relevant organizations, promoting 
collaboration, and creating chances for growth and expansion. SMEO_04 
excellent experience with the Dubai Chamber highlights the usefulness 
of Chamber Diplomacy in facilitating smooth and effortless interactions, 
improving SMEs’ capacity to navigate business environments more easily 
and efficiently. 

“I do have, I do work with organization as AICEP from 
Portugal as well as Sharjah Chamber etc…. and also, we 
support organizations as AIMMP from Portugal and others 
(SMEO_10)

“Have the most amazing experience working with Dubai 
Chamber and their commercial diplomacy was. I mean it was 
so seamless, so effortless (SMEO_04)”.

Outcome of CD for SMEs: SMEO_06 highlights how CD may 
significantly affect SME growth and internationalization by providing 
access to new markets, increasing exports, and acquiring expertise and 
resources. Furthermore, referencing trade agreements and involvement 
in trade fairs highlights the crucial function of CD in enabling market 
entry and enhancing SME exposure internationally.  SMEO_10 focuses 
on increased flexibility and efficiency in everyday operations through 
collaboration with government sectors demonstrating the broader influence 
of CD in enhancing business processes and regulatory compliance. 
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“Access to new markets, increased exports, access to new 
knowledge, technologies and resources; soften the risks and 
costs of expanding; trade agreements and trade shows that 
help them expand their market and reach (SMEO_06).”

There will be more flexibility in doing business and more 
efficiency in daily operations of engaging with government 
sectors (SMEO_10).”

Collaboration between SMEs and government bodies through CD 
programs improves the business environment, helping SMEs handle 
regulations more easily and efficiently.  

Support from the UAE to present the SME at an international level

This theme includes the facilitation of seminars, the provision of 
connections, the provision of financial assistance, and the development of 
programs to facilitate SME global expansion. 

SMEO_04 emphasizes the importance of conducting networking 
sessions for SMEs to engage with like-minded individuals and discover 
potential opportunities through discussions. SMEO_09 emphasizes the 
need to conduct awareness workshops and training programs to provide 
SMEs with the essential skills and information needed for success in the 
global market. 

“We have a networking session; you get to ask questions. 
so, and then you meet people who are like minded, who 
have similar interests and then you know from there with 
conversations you can think of more opportunities. Meeting 
face to face and getting that information shared will definitely 
help (SMEO_04)”.
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“Conduct awareness workshops and training programs to enable them 
to be ready and fit for the international market.  There are a lot of prep 
work needs to be done and there are lots of practices need to be conduct 
while doing business internationally (SMEO_09)”. 

The initiatives demonstrate the UAE’s dedication to offering educational 
and developmental assistance to SMEs, helping them navigate global 
markets successfully. 

This highlights the importance of connections and networks that can 
support SMEs in their internationalization process. SMEO_11 stresses the 
significance of a network in enabling business and free trade, underscoring 
the relevance of expressing one’s argument to pertinent parties. SMEO_07 
also highlights involvement in international events and exhibitions 
organized by the Emirates Publishers Association, which helps SMEs stay 
informed about opportunities and promotes their company. 

“A network of more because you know about good commerce and free 
trade is really about having a fair chance to present your case to somebody 
and then letting them design their own options (SMEO_11)”.

“We participate in international events and exhibitions due to my 
position as a member in Emirates Publishers Association as they keep us 
informed about those types of opportunities and advocate for our business 
(SMEO_07)”.

The linkages offer SMEs important prospects for visibility, cooperation, 
and market entry, highlighting the UAE’s leadership in promoting 
networking opportunities for SMEs globally. 

SMEO_10 proposes that government financial assistance will benefit 
SMEs in expanding internationally by emphasizing the significance of 
funding access in overcoming obstacles and capitalizing on possibilities in 
global markets. SMEO_09 advocates for government incentives to support 
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SMEs worldwide, highlighting the importance of financial aid in helping 
SMEs grow and enhance their competitiveness internationally. 

“I think that could help if we have financial support from the government 
for internationalization (SMEO_10).”

“UAE government to offer incentives for SME to promote them to go 
global (SMEO_09).”

The responses highlight the significance of financial resources in aiding 
SMEs’ efforts to expand internationally and improve their worldwide 
presence. 

Providing support: SMEO_01 proposes arranging roadshows 
in surrounding countries to motivate SMEs to investigate potential 
opportunities in adjacent markets. SMEO_05 also supports increased 
promotional efforts to attract investment and operate as a central center for 
connecting enterprises with profitable markets. 

“Encourage SMEs to take the UAE as a central hub of the region and 
explore the potential opportunities in nearby countries by organizing road 
shows to different markets with SMEs on board (SMEO_01)”.

“To do more activity to promote even also attract investment and to be 
like the connecting dots between like maybe some attractive business you 
are not aware some like market that you can benefit from instead of going 
to different like countries (SMEO_05)”.

The programs showcase the UAE’s proactive efforts to promote SME 
growth and support their integration into regional and global markets, 
establishing the government as a strategic partner and facilitator for SMEs’ 
international activities.
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Discussion

The purpose of the study was to explore how the UAE government 
strategically implements commercial diplomacy to help SMEs thrive 
internationally. Data collected through semi-structured interviews from 
both CDs and SMEs, were analyzed using thematic analysis. The study 
contributes to the theory and practice in many ways. First, we present a 
framework to understand how commercial diplomacy facilitates SME 
internationalization. Second, the study contributes to extending institutional 
theory by unfolding how SMEs engage with and maneuver through 
institutional contexts, especially in the realm of international expansion. 
Institutional theory suggests that businesses are impacted by larger societal 
institutions, including laws, regulations, norms, and cultures, which 
influence their behavior and decision-making procedures. Third, the study 
finds that institutional variables influence the international growth efforts 
of SMEs by exploring themes and subthemes such as difficulties, support 
mechanisms, and tactics linked to SME internationalization. 

Moreover, the study unveils the institutional structure in which SMEs 
operate and the techniques they use to adapt and succeed in various 
international markets by examining the role of CDs, government support 
efforts, and market dynamics.  We also shed light on how SMEs react 
to institutional pressures and constraints, including cultural differences, 
regulatory requirements, financial barriers, and resource limitations. 
Doing so, the study sheds light on various challenges international SMEs 
entering the UAE market face such as market research, regulatory issues, 
administrative requirements, and resource readiness. 

Our finding support the established literature that CDs help SMEs reach 
key markets (Naray, 2012). We found that CDs facilitate cultural flexibility, 
local relationships, and global opportunities, as Ackermann and Wuschka 
(2024) indicated. However, previous studies have mainly emphasized the 
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UAE’s foreign policy and reliance on international commerce (MOFA, 
2022) (Busschers and Ruël, 2012). Additionally, diplomats stressed the 
importance of connections with government and private entities for SME 
expansion. This finding closely resonates with extant research (Valdez-
Juárez and Castillo-Vergara, 2021, Visser and Ruël, 2014) asserting the 
significance of these networks for knowledge exchange and business 
opportunities. 

As the results suggest CDs play a crucial role in facilitating the 
establishment of new businesses by SME owners in foreign markets such as 
the UAE. SME owners often seek help from their home country’s diplomats 
to establish contacts with important figures in the local community. CDs can 
utilize their connections and expertise to connect SMEs with government 
officials, chambers of commerce, accelerators, incubators, dealers, and 
other pertinent stakeholders. 

We assert that engaging in trade missions, workshops, and seminars 
holds significant value in facilitating SME internationalization. Literature 
also states that activities to facilitate internationalization enhance 
possibilities for networking, exchanging expertise, and exploring the 
industry (Valdez-Juárez and Castillo-Vergara, 2021). The establishment of 
effective communication and cooperation mechanisms is vital for SMEs 
that want to extend their operations on an international scale. In the context 
of a multinational corporate environment, the techniques above have 
been identified by Georgiadou and Hughes (2017) as effective means of 
surmounting challenges and cultivating a sense of shared comprehension 
and confidence. 

As indicated in this study’s findings and literature, SMEs that want 
to expand internationally must do thorough market research to tailor 
their products or services, accommodate local tastes, and manage any 
risks (Kostecki and Naray, 2007). It is essential to prioritize improving 
the local business climate in host nations like the UAE to assist SMEs in 
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effectively managing regulatory obstacles and enhancing their operational 
effectiveness. According to Ḥajdukiewicz (2018), implementing diplomatic 
initiatives can optimize bureaucratic processes and mitigate barriers, hence 
facilitating the attraction of foreign investments and the cultivation of 
international collaborations. Also, according to Bose (2016) this support 
aids ṢMEs in overcoming obstacles related to their entry into international 
markets. Adopting digital platforms and procedures is essential for the 
internationalization of ṢMEs, especially in technologically advanced 
nations such as the UAE (Bagheri et al., 2019).  

Based on the above discussion, the following framework was developed.

Figure 3: Framework to Understand how Commercial Diplomacy 
Facilitates SME Internationalization 

Limitations and Future Recommendations

This research offers significant contributions to understanding the 
interdependent connection between CD and the international expansion 
of ṢMEs in the UAE. Ḥowever, it is important to acknowledge certain 
limitations associated with the qualitative methodology such as limited 
sample size, the generalizability of findings (Bell et al., 2022), and temporal 
constraints in the study. Due to the qualitative nature of the study and its 
specific context, the UAE, it is important to note that the results may not 
be immediately generalizable to other areas or nations characterized by 
distinct diplomatic institutions, economic situations, and cultural norms. 
Also, the focus was only on collecting and analyzing subjective opinions, 
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limiting the scope of empirical research (Bell et al., 2022). The analysis 
was limited to a certain time since economic circumstances, diplomatic 
goals, and SME dynamics are subject to change over time.

Our study provides practical implications for researchers, CDs as well 
as policymakers. Researchers should emphasize cross-country comparative 
research to understand how CD affects SMEs’ internationalization in 
different regions and nations. Researchers should also conduct in-depth 
research in certain sectors, gather unbiased data, assess the impact of 
strategies on SMEs, and examine CD policy and crisis management. CDs 
should engage with SMEs, build strong networks, give relevant market 
intelligence, and advocate for legislation that supports SMEs. SMEs should 
also pursue strategic partnerships with CDs to boost internationalization. 
Practically, studying the ways SMEs deal with these institutional obstacles 
can help researchers and policymakers create specific interventions and 
support systems to promote SME expansion into foreign markets and 
improve their competitiveness globally.  

Moreover, policymakers must coordinate CD efforts, allocate resources 
to diplomat training, address SMEs’ challenges, and promote innovation and 
technical assistance. Simplifying administrative procedures and creating 
SME support centers at diplomatic postings may improve the environment 
for SME growth and internationalization. The above recommendations 
attempt to employ CD to boost SMEs and the UAE economy.
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الدبلوماسية التجارية وتدويل الشركات الصغيرة والمتوسطة في اقتصاد 
دولة الإمارات العربية المتحدة: دراسة نوعية

فاطمه السويدي)))

محمد رازق)))

أزما باتول)))

منصور أحمد)))
ملخص البحث: 

علـى الرغـم مـن الـدور الراسـخ الـذي يؤديـه الدبلوماسـيون التجاريـون فـي تدويـل الشـركات 
الصغيـرة والمتوسـطة، فـإن فهمنـا لآليـة عمل  الدبلوماسـيين التجاريين في تسـهيل دخول الشـركات 
الصغيـرة والمتوسـطة فـي الأسـواق الدوليـة لا يـزال بعيـدًًا عـن الاكتمـال. تستكشـف هـذه الدراسـة 
ظاهـرة الدبلوماسـية التجاريـة فـي دولـة الإمـارات العربيـة المتحـدة وجهودهـا في تدويل الشـركات 
الصغيـرة والمتوسـطة الحجـم. وقـد تـم رسـم مجموعتيـن مـن البيانـات تكشـفان عـن تجـارب فريـدة 
للدبلوماسـيين التجارييـن وأصحـاب الشـركات الصغيرة والمتوسـطة الحجم باسـتخدام مقابلات شـبه 
منظمـة. وقـد قـدم التحليـل الموضوعي لمجموعتـي البيانات وجهات نظـر فريدة. وتشـير النتائج إلى 
أهميـة المـوارد البشـرية والماليـة والرقميـة فـي دعم جهـود تدويل الشـركات الصغيرة والمتوسـطة. 
وعلاوة علـى ذلـك، فـإن فهـم مشـاركة الشـركات الصغيـرة والمتوسـطة فـي الدبلوماسـية التجاريـة، 
والخبـرات مـع برامـج دعـم الإمـارات العربيـة المتحـدة، والتكتيـكات لدخـول الأسـواق الخارجيـة 
يعـزز فهـم سـلوك الشـركات الصغيـرة والمتوسـطة أثنـاء التوسـع العالمـي. تسـهم هـذه الدراسـة من 
خلال تسـليط الضـوء علـى أهميـة العناصـر المؤسسـية فـي التأثيـر علـى خطـط تدويـل الشـركات 
القـدرة  تحسـين  بهـدف  والباحثيـن  السياسـات  لصنـاع  مهمـة  رؤى  وتقـدم  والمتوسـطة  الصغيـرة 

التنافسـية للشـركات الصغيـرة والمتوسـطة فـي السـوق العالميـة.

المؤسسات  تدويل  والمتوسطة،  الصغيرة  المؤسسات  التجارية،  الدبلوماسية  الدالة:  الكلمات 
الصغيرة والمتوسطة، النظرية المؤسسية، أنشطة الدبلوماسية التجارية، الإمارات العربية المتحدة.
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