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1. The notion of the micro-multinational 

The ‘micro-multinational’ was a term coined to highlight small enterprises who through the internet 

engage with internationally diverse markets and/or workforce. Originally the term was used to 

describe a new generation of lean global digital firms emerging in the US, but recently the term has 

been applied to highlight the growth of exporting micro and small enterprises (MSE) in emerging and 

developing countries. It highlights a new angle on the long-held idea that the internet would support 

disintermediation, with a specific focus is on MSE who are engaging in e-business and e-commerce 

through platforms.   

Clearly, these ideas, and particularly their implications for emerging country MSE are interesting for 

those interested in economic development in the Global South. However, so far there has been a lack 

of research to dig down and explore these firms. This is the goal of this paper. Firstly, to provide more 

detail on these claims around micro-multinationals, and secondly to more critically map out potential 

research and policy agendas which have been emphasised in the literature of micro-multinationals. 

The remainder of the paper is set out as follows. In the next section, we examine the literature related 

to micro-multinationals as well as around associated policy. To support discussions of practice and 

policy, the paper gathers evidence on the activities of micro-multinationals in emerging and 

developing countries in order to support debates. It does this in two ways. We draw on qualitative 

evidence from online exporting MSE in East Africa focussing on the tourism sector, we highlight key 

activities and constraints of such firms to build insight. This empirical data is supported by a close 

reading of the empirical literature of MSE use of platforms in emerging and developing countries to 

compare and contrast the African findings in a wider context.  

Findings suggest that whilst a number of the challenges attributed to micro-multinationals appear 

valid, we need to wary of the direction of the current literature. Micro-multinationals appear less 

common, and their exporting less significant than is made out in key publications. Thus, there is a 
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legitimate question as to whether these firms should be the core focus of policy over other types of 

online SME. Findings around risk and challenges related to the growing power of platforms and the 

scope/manner of exporting behaviour suggest a broader set of questions that needs to be considered 

in policy than has typically been articulated. There is also a bigger picture here, that even with limited 

evidence, micro-multinationals are being used to drive specific policy agendas forward. 

2. Literature 

We explore the literature to highlights the key attributes and challenges for micro-multinationals. We 

firstly introduce the concept of the micro-multinational as it has been outlined in the literature. An 

important component of this paper is to also reflect on the nature of the policy that is emerging related 

to micro-multinationals. Thus, an additional part of the literature provides more detail on the types of 

policy suggested and being driven forward related to micro-multinationals. The business literature on 

‘born global’ firms is discussed, which complements micro-multinational discussions with more 

systematic literature from management and entrepreneurship. Using this more established literature 

allows a better understanding the nature and challenges for these firms.  

2.1. Micro-multinational 

The term ‘micro-multinational’ was popularised by Hal Varian, the chief economist at Google in an 

article in the New York Times in 2005 (Varian 2005). In this article, and then expanded in a number of 

similar articles from the technology press (Copeland 2006, Pontin 2004, Stepanek 2010, Varian 2011), 

the term was used to highlight a new breed of entrepreneurial firm. Based on evidence of startups in 

the tech sector, a growing number of start-ups have bucked the norms of conventional business 

models. 

“'From the get-go, micro-multinationals open up shop and recruit skilled workers 

where it makes sense to do so. Are the ace coders in Estonia? Hire 'em. The COO 

would rather live in Sydney than Sunnyvale? So be it” (Copeland 2006) 

This new category of firm particularly emphasised that with a growing range of online platforms, 

resources and services available, small firms were able to operate globally and at a scale that was 

possible only previously for large multinational firms. The literature can be seen to bring together a 

number of key recent trends in this new form of firm (based on Copeland 2006, Pontin 2004, Stepanek 

2010, Varian 2011): 

 Internet-based platforms and global platform driven markets – which allow firms the 

ability to reach of a wide array of markets at very low cost. 
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 Online virtual teams and cooperative software – which allow a firm the ability to easily 

bring teams of dispersed workers together in different location and to be able to still 

coherently coordinate solutions to problems 

 Cloud computing – Small firms scaling can occur flexibly and rapidly without large 

investments in infrastructure through cloud services and per-megabyte based use of cloud 

servers and resources. 

 Online outsourcing – Online platforms for outsourcing of activities provide a growing 

ability for firms to rapidly outsource services. Firms can focus on a small set of core 

competencies where they bring in virtual staff as and when they are needed. 

 Global aware entrepreneurs – In the global contexts of the micro-multinational, 

entrepreneurship is linked to the actions of globally aware entrepreneurs with the ability 

to span global boundaries and see opportunities, often a ‘magic expatriate’ who can 

traverse different contexts in these firms to push firm success. 

An important driver of this new focus on micro-multinationals has been a growing set of corporate 

research undertaken by platform and logistics firms such as eBay, Paypal, FedEx, Microsoft and HSBC 

(Arwidson et al. 2014, eBay 2013a, FedEx 2015, HSBC 2016). Drawing mainly on their internal data, 

such firms identify that exporting small enterprises are making up a key aspect of their business, 

particularly with e-business and e-commerce increasingly undertaken through online platforms (The 

Economist 2017, UNCTAD 2015). This literature has found that when using platforms extensively, 

nearly all firms on platforms find themselves exporting to some extent. The share of exports on these 

platforms is argued to move away from a few ‘superstar’ export firms of traditional trade theory, to a 

wider set of often younger and smaller firms (Hortaçsu et al. 2009, Lendle et al. 2016, Lendle et al. 

2013). 

Emerging nations - One of the most fascinating findings in this corporate research is the suggestion 

that these ideas of micro-multinationals do not apply only to MSE in the most developed nations but 

is also relevant to MSE in emerging and developing countries. There are indications that small firms 

using platforms in emerging and developing countries also find themselves exporting to multiple 

countries. Indeed, emerging and developing countries MSE may be even more likely to export than 

their counterparts in developed countries (eBay 2013a, Lendle & Vézina 2015). 

In one sense, this idea supports long-held hope of internet-driven disintermediation facilitated by 

connectivity would drive innovation (Foster, Graham & Waema Forthcoming). In a digitally connected 

world, so the argument goes, it does not matter where you are located as long as you are connected.  
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2.2. Micro-multinationals and policy 

This idea of micro-multinationals from emerging and developing countries is a key driver of new 

alliances of firms and imaginaries of globalised entrepreneurship. Micro-multinational research is 

bringing together a diverse set of enterprises and policy makers – globalised online platforms, logistics 

providers, banking and financial services as well as global bodies such as the UN. The kinds of policy 

such visions are supporting are diverse, but particularly centre around two types of suggestion – SME 

development and cross-border trade barriers.  

First, nurturing and expanding emerging and developing country micro-multinationals relates to 

supporting a wider number MSE to successfully become export orientated vendors using e-commerce 

and e-business platforms. This includes not only supporting them through efficient interaction with 

platforms but also requires actions that enhance ecosystems of support for e-commerce and e-

business. Key here are warehousing systems and logistics support which have an emphasis on small 

companies. Actions that reduces the complexity of distribution and after-sales aspects of trading are 

also important (Suominen 2014). Whilst some of these issues can be addressed by platform providers, 

there is potential for government for facilitate additional capacity building support in order to support 

MSE to effectively export. Promotion of the value of exporting (both internally to potential vendors 

and externally to customers) is also an important aspect of facilitating MSE involvement in exporting 

(Mettler & Williams 2011, Suominen 2014). In this area, successful policy lessons can particularly be 

taken from less affluent regions of China where government support for the emergence of exporting 

clusters and so-called ‘Taobao villages’ can be closely linked to centralised warehousing, logistics, 

training and marketing actions within these regions supported by the state (ITC 2016).  

A second direction of policy discussion relates to cross-border trade, with a particular focus on trade 

barriers that are liable to impact SME. One key policy discussion is that of de minimis levels which 

relates to the movement of small packages across borders. De minimis refers to the value of goods 

weight/value under which rapid customs clearance and (often) no customs tax is applied (eBay 2013a, 

Suominen 2014). Low levels of de minimis limit the potential for exporters to compete across borders 

with local firms, where customs delays and taxes at the border reduce competitiveness. The current 

uneven application of de minimis level across the globe is problematic for SME planning and budgeting 

as they are exporting into multiple countries. Indeed some e-commerce firms see it as a form of 

protectionism threatening their globalised business models. Other aspects of cross-border trade 

covered in literature related to micro-multinationals include pushing for equalisation of payment 

systems and rules which simplify financial flows. Licences for e-commerce trading is another factor; 

the costs and requirements of such licences can limit exporting potential in some regions (eBay 2013b, 

Eden 2016, Nordås 2015). More broadly, there are calls for harmonisation in policies related to 
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shipping, customs, intellectual property, customer rights and technology use (eBay 2013a, eBay 

2013b).  

Beyond this checklist of policies, it is worth highlighting how these two prongs of policy are working 

together. The micro-multinational can be argued to playing a key role in bringing together trade policy, 

but recast within ideas of aid, empowerment and development, as discussed in several cases below.  

Following on from discussions of micro-multinationals, a loose coalition of organisations (particularly 

supported by UN agency UNCTAD) have begun to consider an ‘Aid for e-trade’ agenda (Suominen 

2014). The idea is that if micro-multinational activity is important, then such policy should become 

embedded within wider international aid efforts, aligning with aid donors evolving toward market-

driven initiatives. Such ideas are also bolstering new alliances in global policy, such as the new trade 

alliance of Southern negotiators called “The Friends of E-commerce for Development” led by Pakistan, 

Kenya and Costa Rica with a specific agenda around building alliances to reduce trade barriers in 

international e-commerce (UNCTAD 2017) 

Another insightful example of the two prongs working together comes from the 2016 G20 summit in 

Hangzhou. During the G20, the B20 (a set of 20 leading firms who meet to support private sector 

agendas of the G20) put forward a proposal for Electronic World Trade Platform (eWTP) including 

suggestions of “digital free trade zones” (China Daily 2016). Interestingly these proposals were 

positioned in terms of “cross-border electronic trade (e-trade) rules and aid e-trade development" 

(emphasis added) (B20 2016 p.20). Leading proponent Jack Ma of Chinese e-commerce firm Alibaba 

in an interview describes this in terms of an SME export policy 

“In most countries SMEs contribute more than 50 percent of GDP and an even 

higher percentage of employment. But SMEs face challenges such as poor access 

to global markets…we urge G20 countries to support the growth of SMEs” (China 

Daily 2016) 

In sum, this section highlights that maybe more than any other type of small firm, the micro-

multinational is not only an empirical category, it is also a key group which is normalising a new 

combination of policy linking development and trade policies is being proposed.  

2.3. Born global firms 

The idea of new firms rapidly becoming export-orientated is not solely recognised in firm reports 

related to micro-multinationals. In the past decade, there has been a growing business literature that 

has used concepts of ‘born global’ firms and the ‘international new venture’. This literature is broader 

than the discussions of the micro-multinational in that they focus on a broader set of firms (not only 
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those predominantly using platforms). They also highlight firms that may grow to become medium or 

larger enterprises. Nevertheless, many of the properties parallel the discussion of micro-

multinationals and thus it is worth considering the more systematic findings of the ‘born globals’ 

literature to provide insights. 

Born globals have invoked much interest in those studying firms and trade. Traditional studies have 

tended to highlight that exporting are not a common category of firms. Exporters typically tend to be 

more established and productive firms (Bernard et al. 2012). Seizing export opportunities has tended 

to be a gradual process which happens after firms have developed their businesses within their home 

market (Aspelund et al. 2007). However, this is changing and there is increasing evidence of born 

global firms who rapidly focus on export markets. In reviewing the literature on born global firms 

Andersson & Wictor(2003) highlight four key domains that facilitate an understanding of born globals: 

globalisation, entrepreneurs, networks and industry which are detailed below.  

Globalisation particularly highlights changing rules which make it easier for firms to rapidly reach 

export markets with lower ‘sunk costs’ than previously. Mirroring the discussions of micro-

multinationals, the born global firm tend to be heavy users of new technologies to communicate and 

reach export markets (Amorós et al. 2016, Gabrielsson & Kirpalani 2004) 

Empirical literature which has explored born globals in detail has particularly highlighted the 

importance of the vision of entrepreneurial actors as key individuals driving international reach. As 

such, export decisions may come out of a singular entrepreneurial vision and the ability to seize 

emergent international opportunities, niches or specialisms as opposed to more strategic plans 

(Aspelund et al. 2007, Gabrielsson & Kirpalani 2004, Moen 2002). Finding and scaling opportunities in 

export markets is often a trial and error rather than a more coherent activity. Firm time trading in 

export destinations is often idiosyncratic and short-lived, for example in a study of Spanish firms it had 

a median of 2 years (Esteve-Pérez et al. 2013). Firms undertake global expansion through “low 

commitment entry modes”(Aspelund et al. 2007 p.1434) which allow them to enter and leave markets 

rapidly, facilitating greater scope for experimentation. There is still debate on whether cultural 

commonalities of markets and distance matter for born global firm exporting choices. In their review 

of the Born Global literature, Aspelund et al. (2007) consider this less important compared to 

traditional exporters. However, in the case of emerging countries, there is some sporadic evidence 

that born global exporters are not really global traders as much as they expand to become regional 

traders (Lopez et al. 2009) 

Whilst the driving role of entrepreneurs is well documented in the literature, born globals are often 

supported in their exports through networks and relations. The presence of links into formal and 
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informal networks in export destinations can be key in influencing export destination decisions for 

these firms, where networks provide support in finding customers, market knowledge and other 

factors such as finance can enhance the ability to trade in markets (Dimitratos et al. 2014). Born globals 

may also benefit from networks of support in their home country who may already have the 

experience in exporting and can rapidly guide new firms to the relevant resources and channels to 

begin trading internationally (Zhou et al. 2007). 

The literature particularly highlights the heterogeneous nature of firm characteristics as well in terms 

of firm focus and export markets. This makes it difficult to characterise these exporting firms in terms 

of specific properties which would drive these behaviours (Andersson & Wictor 2003). Trends in the 

extent of born globals and patterns of exporting also tend to vary across sectors (Aspelund et al. 2007). 

As such, exporting may be more viable in certain sectors (such as software and digital media). In 

addition, sectors may have different exporting preference countries (Moen 2002).  

In sum, many aspects of born global firms align with some the general discussion of micro-

multinationals particularly with reference to their greater technology use, and around the central 

position of the entrepreneur. They also highlight some additional considerations around networks and 

the tactics of finding new export markets that might be important to improving an understanding of 

micro-multinationals. There may be potential differences in micro-multinationals, in that their expert 

use of digital resources goes beyond the born global literature. The core firm members in micro-

multinationals may be very small in terms of size even over a longer time period. Use of virtual 

resources leads to far higher footprint where additional resources (computation, platforms, people, 

services) are simply ‘bolted on’ (or unbolted) as and when is required (Wąsowska 2017). 

2.4. Summary 

From the literature review, two essential points can be argued. Firstly, there is a lack of knowledge 

and analysis about micro-multinationals. Overarching economic evidence has come from commercial 

platform and logistic firms, but this data is limited. The literature on ‘born globals’ provide some 

supporting insight and highlights a number of addition factors around the nature of small exporting 

firms. It is also unclear from the research in this field whether micro-multinationals as internet-

intensive exporters should be seen as a separate category from born global firms or an extension.   

Secondly, as has been illustrated in the literature micro-multinationals should also be seen as playing 

an important role in bringing together new alliances and forms of policy direction. Most notably new 

policy agendas are bringing together two aspects of policy that have previous been less directly linked, 

namely empowerment and development (small firm empowerment, SME growth and ICT-enabled 

connectivity) and cross-border trade policy.  Given the lack of knowledge on micro-multinationals, 
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however, questions can be legitimately asked about whether the directions of policy are appropriate. 

As we have argued elsewhere, digital trade policy tends to be an agenda that is driven by Silicon Valley 

firms as a market access tool (Azmeh & Foster 2016), and as such we need to be sceptical about who 

the policy prescriptions are actually serving that are being pushed forward in the name of micro-

multinationals. 

3. Methodology 

Given the lack of knowledge, this work represents preliminary research to explore agendas around 

micro-multinationals. The evidence is drawn from two sources to support discussion.  

Firstly, primary data is used from a qualitative study of ICT use in East Africa of over 120 small firms. 

This work was originally undertaken to explore value chain linkages and ICT in these sectors. 

Nevertheless, within the empirical data we can identify around 15 firms who somewhat resemble 

micro-multinational, particularly in the tourism sector (based on the criteria of internet platform users 

who find themselves exporting goods and services). Thus the primary evidence is drawn from this 

data. 

Given the specific African context of this group, we use a wider literature review and selected 

secondary data to support the preliminary findings, including close readings of a handful of studies 

which provide detailed evidence of MSE exports on platforms. This work provides some triangulation 

to findings and considerations of micro-multinationals in other regions. 

We use this combination of data to provide us with an overview of micro-multinational firms. 

However, there are clear limitations of this current data, and as such the work should be seen as a 

preliminary overview and guidance towards key research agendas that can be posed as part of future 

research. 

4. Findings 

This section first outlines the qualitative data based on East African firm, this is then followed by a 

discussion of the literature and other empirical data that has been collected. 

4.1. Research in East Africa 

In East Africa, we were able to find a number of firms that might be considered micro-multinationals 

- small firms in the region who undertook exports by way of using online resources. The tourism case, 

provides a particular insightful case about the activities and challenges for micro-multinationals, as 

this is a sector with a higher than average number of active entrepreneurs and where global platforms 
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dominate. This has led to growing ambitions for small firms to reach international markets directly as 

opposed to through value chains (in this case in the form of attracting international tourists to come 

to the region).  

Challenges - Tourist service providers in East Africa have a very high Internet adoption, and even the 

smallest hotel or single person tour agency is likely to have at least one mobile Internet-connected 

laptop. Many of the global platforms also have a presence in the region: online travel agents such as 

Expedia and Hotels.com work with hotels in the region, social media such as TripAdvisor and Facebook 

are used by tourists and firms, and firms have been encouraged by governments to integrate into 

payment platforms like Visa. 

So, in East Africa internet connectivity are certainly available for tourism firms. However, active use of 

digital tourism platforms is low, and the impact on regional tourism less than expected. This came 

down to two mismatches – essentially to do with integration, and with interactions. 

Global tourism platforms offer the potential for MSE to become micro-multinationals and seamlessly 

reach a wider range of potential tourists around the globe. However, we found that the requirements 

for integration into global platforms were often unclear for firms, and there was a poor fit with the 

existing systems and skills. For example, integration into online travel agencies occurs through the 

integration of internal information systems, which track bookings and availability within hotels. 

However, whilst a few larger hotels used booking systems, even the medium-sized hotels lacked 

formal booking systems, with booking often being based on custom Excel spreadsheets or even paper 

diaries. When tourism firms attempted to integrate into online services they thus ran into problems, 

and only the large (international) hotel chains tended to be fully integrated. 

Interaction of tourism service providers with online platforms is inevitably undertaken over digital 

networks, based on remote interactions, payments and information flows. This arms-length 

relationship often becomes problematic where the skills and ability of service providers are lower. For 

example, tourism service providers often require additional information, help or even training on how 

best to use platforms which are frequently changing. Having the ability to connect to local help and 

discuss issues is important. Yet, this is the very element that global platforms are often trying to 

remove.  

An additional factor related to the interaction is that even as systems go online, this does not mean 

that the customer does not need interaction. In tourism, interaction is crucial in attracting customer 

both in pre-trip searching and booking, and post-trip feedback. It is inevitable that larger firms with 

dedicated customer service assistants, in the same timezone, speaking the same language and easily 
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available at the end of a phone line are most appropriate for customers. Smaller firms will be less well 

equipped to handle customers directly. 

In general, we found that tourism platforms supported the large international hotels and resorts 

where systems and structures were already in place for seamless integration into platforms MSE in 

tourism often harboured ambitions to become micro-multinationals but came up against many 

challenges. We came to similar conclusions in the other sectors we examined as part of our research 

in East Africa  — that is, that use of online platforms faces limitations in the region. Even as firms find 

themselves able to access platforms, the way these global platforms are designed presents a poor fit 

to the facilities, activities and needs of firms in developing countries. Indeed, in globalised sectors 

(such as tourism and business outsourcing) platforms can be actively exclusionary, aiding international 

firms entering developing countries over those local firms seeking to expand outwards. 

Supporting exports - However, there are potential ways forward. Ironically, given the goal of platforms 

to deinstitutionalise, the most successful online travel agency in Rwanda is one that has contracted a 

local firm in the capital Kigali to allow for ‘thicker’ interactions between Rwandan service providers 

and platform providers. There are also a number of South African and Kenyan online platforms in the 

early stages of development that are more attuned to the regional contexts of tourism (for example 

Safari Now, a dynamic Safari scheduling platform; Nights Bridge, an online platform for smaller hotels; 

and WETU, an itinerary sharing platform for service providers), these appear to offer a better solution 

for small tourism service providers to integrate internationally. The impacts of platforms in supporting 

micro-multinationals is therefore liable to come when platforms are able to strike a balance between 

global reach while also being able to integrate some of the specific needs and contexts of emerging or 

developing countries. 

There is also growing niche and regional customers and these provide opportunities for small tourist 

firms in the region. For example, one freelance guide who had built his skills around birdwatching had 

been able to build direct custom from online referrals. Another tour operator had linked into Kenyan 

NGOs and had gained a number of tours by word of mouth within these organisations. In these referral 

processes, online referrals were an important element which supported the networks and strategies 

of these respective entrepreneurs. These firms had used online communication alongside their 

personal networks to reach niche or domestic customers (i.e. community tourism, from a certain 

country). Here there seems to be more potential for direct customer interaction online, particularly in 

finding niches. Online platforms can be an element of such approaches. However, even here it is more 

likely that most customer interaction happens by other means rather than through the platforms (such 

as by email or web form booking) 
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4.2. Findings from the empirical discussion literature on micro-multinationals 

Much of grand claims on micro-multinationals come from a set of eBay studies which outline the 

growing potential of these firms. The argument is that micro-multinationals are reaching multiple 

export destinations and should be considered in practice and policy (eBay 2013b, eBay 2013a, eBay 

n.d.). However, a closer analysis of such papers brings up a number of questions.  

Claims made in emerging and developing countries revolves around data from a number of countries, 

(including Jordan, Indonesia, India, Thailand and Peru) where all or close to all firms using the platform 

are exporting (eBay 2013a). However, closer scrutiny highlights that data focusses only on a 

“commercial seller” categorisation of firms with annual sales above $10,000. Whilst this might be 

relevant in the US for differentiating between bona-fide businesses and individually who occasionally 

sell their goods online, in the case of emerging countries it is problematic. The floor value is high and 

misses a rich number of niche MSE underneath this figure whose behaviour may be different (of the 

type outlined in the previous section). Moreover, it also removes firms who undertake sales through 

a diversity of channels where exporting is one stream. Thus, this data may reduce the types of firms 

explored in these emerging countries and thus it is unsurprising that these (likely a few firms1) are all 

exporting. This commercial seller categorisation thus calls into question the figures given and also 

renders problematic the subsequent policy discussions of “technology-enabled exporters” when this 

group is so selective. With a lack of absolute figures provided for these countries, we need to take this 

eBay evidence with a pinch of salt.  

Further reasons to question the discussion of micro-multinational comes from sporadic of firms on 

platforms in emerging nations.  More detailed evidence that explores a broader set of eBay sellers 

suggests that “many of the sellers for which we have data only ship a small number of transactions 

per year…the number of markets they could reach is limited” (Lendle & Vézina 2015 p.381). A study 

of Latin American e-commerce platform MercadoLibre (Hortaçsu et al. 2009) put more solid figures 

on the percentage of transactions being exported and highlights a very low proportion of exports. In 

a country such as Argentina or Chile, this is a maximum of 0.8% of transactions whilst it reduces to 

0.1% in Ecuador and Brazil (although this data is from 2005 and may have increased in the intervening 

years). 

Another argument made around micro-multinational in emerging and developing countries is that 

such firms are specifically blooming in Asia, and thus it may be that trends around MSE exporting using 

platforms in this region are marked. There is still limited evidence here, but this conclusion also 

                                                             
1 The data includes no absolute figures (likely due to commercial confidentiality), but indication are that at least 
in emerging countries the absolute number of these firms is small. 
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appears doubtful. Preliminary work exploring one sub-sector of garment trading in Chinese based 

platform Aliexpress appears to support findings from East Africa that new platforms lead to limited 

new export trends amongst MSE (Chen et al. 2016). Indeed, Chen et al’s findings tentatively suggest 

that on Aliexpress transactions are actually more concentrated to a small number of large firms than 

would be expect normally “the ratio of median export revenue between the top 1-percent exporters 

and the rest is around 382 on Alibaba, greatly exceeding the ratio in Chinese overall exports (155)” 

(p1).  Export revenue earned by the top 1% and 5% of exporters was  34% and 71% percent, 

respectively, on Alibaba versus 30% and 58% in customs data from China.  

Recent Vietnamese digital economy survey data of ~ 5000 firms (in 2015) suggests similar 

unspectacular changes in MSE due to e-commerce platforms. The survey found that only 13% of firms 

are participating in e-marketplaces. A further survey of 803 enterprises in urban areas highlights 20% 

are on e-marketplace. There were some indications of firms looking to foreign markets (58% of firms 

with websites have a foreign language version) as well as about 20% receiving orders online. However, 

this was more likely to come via. email or website orders as much as through platforms (VECITA 2015). 

As shown, the macro-level literature at present is incomplete, but many of the grand claims around 

micro-multinational are at the best not yet supported by systematic evidence and at their worst 

extremely questionable. The evidence at present broadly aligns with the more detailed scenarios from 

Africa, that exporting MSE are present but are growing gradually. 

5. Discussion 

We need to be aware that evidence on exporting enterprises is slim, and that further research in this 

area is necessary. Evidence indicates that micro-multinationals are likely to be growing but are 

nevertheless a very small number of firms in comparison to local firms or those who are part of value 

chains.  

The literature review highlights that in certain countries such as China, Vietnam and Malaysia there 

appears to be strong platform firm and policy push to get MSE online, and it is feasible that exports 

could be a future path of growth. Thus a discussion of opportunities and constraints can be of relevant 

in this region. Globally, even where platform exports sit alongside other types of trading in MSE such 

as in East African tourism, the potential for learning and foreign income with minimal costs can be 

important for the longer term survival of those firms. 

Evidence from East African firms is that those who provide niche (eco-tourism, birdwatching, 

community tourism) are more successful online rather than those who are offering mainstream goods 

and services which are more competitive. Exports are also likely to be regional in nature where firms 
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are better able to deal with the complexities of interaction and customer service. In East African 

tourism micro-multinationals, where additional value offered by firms is strong enough, it can 

overcome risks that customers may face around communication, payments and so on.  

The ideas of niche and new markets align with the literature on born global firms. Customers in the 

internet age are increasingly able to demand customisation or long tail goods and services (Anderson 

2009). Conventional value chains of products and services have responded to this through use turnkey 

networks to make them more agile and innovative towards changing customer demands (Foster, 

Graham, Mann, et al. Forthcoming). But this form can often limit variation in goods that might not be 

sufficient for all customers. Micro-multinationals can thus offer value and differentiate themselves 

through the types of niche, market and regional customer interaction they offer. These findings 

suggest further research is important to explore the ways that MSE scan for export opportunities and 

approach they take to maximising online benefits.  

The findings on East African micro-multinationals support some of the wider policy discussions about 

challenges for micro-multinationals. Embracing global e-commerce platforms and ensuring the 

necessary conditions are in place for exporting by SME (e.g. payment, logistics) appears important. 

Agreements and policy alignment within regions might also be particularly important as an exporting 

first step. However, the empirical evidence also highlights that as many of the challenges for micro-

multinational actually from the platforms. Platform providers should not necessary be seen as neutral 

enablers. They are powerful firms and the way the platforms operate, incentivise, include and exclude 

firms are central to MSE exporting.  In sum, this discussion sets out an initial agenda for research on 

micro-multinationals which suggests a focus on how firms find viable markets, on adapting platforms 

and system for MSE and policy support particularly around e-commerce ecosystems and regional 

integration.  

There is a more critical point to be made though about the notion of micro-multinationals. As 

highlighted this type of firm appears to be very limited and growth in number only modest. Given the 

modest growth in micro-multinationals, the argument made in the literature review is relevant – the 

presence of micro-multinationals in policy discussion is far more prevalent than might be anticipated. 

Moreover, policy prescriptions appear to poorly link to evidence.  

Without further evidence, an argument can be made that emerging micro-multinationals are at 

present mainly playing a ‘discursive role’ that aligns a set of actors and policy agendas. These agendas 

focus on the removal of all forms of tariff, barrier and constraint to e-commerce, they reform trade 

and advocate for low tax regimes. The presence of the micro-multinational positions this not as a 

technocratic economic policy but as a policy for development, empowerment and aid. They support 
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key political economic alliances and link together development practitioners and strong neoliberal 

market economics. From this initial analysis of the direct experiences of micro-multinationals, we 

cannot say whether the policy is suggested should be a priority or even necessarily advantageous to 

MSE. Indeed, there appear to be priorities for policy (such as platform regulation, platforms 

adaptation and focus on inclusion and government support through shared logistics) that should be 

more strongly advocated for than they are at present. 

Micro-multinationals in emerging and developing countries present an enticing new approach in terms 

of new directions of firm (and national) growth freed of previous constraints, yet we much continue 

to focus on exploring the reality of these groups and critically scrutinising policy which is pushed in 

their name. 
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