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SMEs could become growth engines in lagging regions  
In 2018, SMEs accounted for 99.8% of companies and 66.4% of jobs at 
the EU level. They are widely distributed across the territory, but their 
performance depends on size and regional enabling factors. Regions can 
be categorised depending on their SMEs’ performance and territorial 
context:

    - Type 1 – regions with an above average share of employment in 
large enterprises and a positive development of employment in SMEs. 
These include capital regions (e.g. Madrid, Helsinki, Brussels) and other 
urban and intermediate regions, especially in western Europe.

  - Type 2 – regions with an above average employment in SMEs 
include rural, intermediate, urban and metropolitan regions all over 
Europe (e.g. northern and central European regions specialised in ICT 
and the knowledge economy, regions in Italy, Iceland, Spain etc.)

  - Type 3 – Regions with an above average share of employment in 
microenterprises include regions with different sectoral foci in services, 

tourism (e.g. Austria, France, Spain), knowledge economy and ICT (e.g. 
Slovakia, Czech Republic, Romania), as well as lagging regions (e.g. in 
Portugal, Romania, Bulgaria).

Ensuring a framework for the development and support of SMEs is 
crucial for enhancing regional competitiveness. Effective business 
education, competences and skills’ development are especially necessary 
for microenterprises in remote and rural regions. 

SMEs can trigger the transformation of regional economic sectors or the 
creation of new ones. As smart specialisation strategies (RIS3) are 
effective tools for diversifying the regional base of competences in 
emerging sectors, the role of SMEs in the design and implementation of 
RIS3 should be further reinforced.

Further reading: SME - Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises in European 
Regions and Cities (ESPON 2017).

Small and medium enterprises (SME) performance types and rural-urban typology

Regional level: NUTS 3 / NUTS 2 / NUTS 0 (2013)
Source: ESPON SME, 2017

Origin of data: Eurostat Business Demography, Structural Business Statistics, Statistics Austria national SBS, Eurostat Urban-Rural Typology.
UMS RIATE for administrative boundaries

© ESPON, 2019

Urban-Rural Typology
Predominantly urban

Intermediate

Predominantly rural

No data

SME performance
Type 1: above-average
share of employment in
large enterprises (250+)
Type 2: above-average
share of employment in
SME (10-249)
Type 3: above-average
share of employment in
microenterprises (1-9)

No Data


