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Background: The Relevance of SMEs

ÅResponsible for the majority of employment generation in developed and 
developing countries

ÅMaybe a viable way of spurring employment rates in low and middle-
income countries (LMICs), particularly in African countries

ÅSMEs are targeted by public interventions and multilateral organizations

ÅThe World Bank devoted US$9.8 billion and the International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) US$25 billion to SME projects during the period 2006ς12 (IEG, 2013). 

ÅAfrican economies: low number of SMEs in the formal economy



Background: Rationale

ÅInterventions in LMICs are often based on the assumption that SMEs face various 
market failures and missing markets as well as institutional constraints 

ÅDirect interventions to SMEs: finance, matching grants, training, consulting services 
etc.

ÅIndirect interventions to SMEs: changes in business environment ςtax 
simplification, business registration, reforms to boost competition etc. 

ÅWhat do we know about the impact of such interventions?

ÅThis systematic review summarizes rigorous evaluations of SME support services in 
LMICs. 
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Inclusion Criteria and Search Strategy

ÅIdentify relevant papers for this review: 

(1) Electronic searches in key platforms such as ISI, ECONLIT, ABI, 
PROQUEST, and SCOPUS (for a full listing of databases searched see 
section 3.2.1), 

(2) snowball sampling of references from relevant papers and book 
chapters, including seminal work and those recently published, and

(3) suggestions from recognized experts in the field. 



Inclusion Criteria and Search Strategy

ÅThe review focused on quantitative papers employing convincing 
identification strategies to isolate the causal impact of the intervention 
under consideration

- Experimental(randomised controlled trials, or RCTs) 

- Quasi-experimental
(i) regression discontinuity design (RDD)

(ii) instrumental variables (IV)

(iii) difference-in-differences (DID)

(iv) propensity score matching (PSM)



Inclusion Criteria and Search Strategy

ÅSME is defined in this review as businesses with 5 to 250 employees 
as in the international literature. 

ÅThe search focused on LMIC

ÅStudies published in English, Spanish and Portuguese

ÅThe initial search returned 9,475 studies, which was reduced to 5,785 
after dropping duplicates. 

ÅThe final sample included 40 studies
Å34 papers (23 peer reviewed and 17 working papers) 6 book chapters. 

ÅAll produced between 2003 and 2014.  



Search Strategy Results: Cumulative number of studies per year



Search Strategy Results: Number of studies per country







Average size of firms: 58 employees



Results

ÅTo compare effect sizes across studies we used two standardised
measures. For binary outcome variables we computed risk ratio (RR), 
and for continuous variables we used standardisedmean differences 
(SMD).

ÅResults for all interventions altogether and for matching grants 
separately. 
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Forest Plots: Firm Performance (All Interventions) Å19 effect sizes

ÅOn average, 
interventions had a 
positive effect of 
0.13 standard 
deviations

ÅMost of the 
estimates come 
from interventions 
that took place in 
Latin American 
countries. Five 
estimates are from 
African countries

ÅHeterogeneity 
across studies is 
larger than within 
studies



Forest Plots: Firm Performance (Matching Grants)

ÅOn average, 
interventions 
had a positive 
effect of 0.15 
standard 
deviations.



Results: Employment 



Forest Plots: Employment(All Interventions)

ÅFindings are very 
heterogeneous 
but, on average, 
interventions 
had a positive 
effect on job 
creation of 0.15 
standard 
deviations. The 
results is 
significant at 1% 
level. 



Forest Plots: Employment (Matching Grants)

ÅA positive and 
statistically 
significant 
effect on job 
creation of 
0.14 standard 
deviations. 



Results: LabourProductivity 



Forest Plots: LabourProductivity (All Interventions)

ÅEvidence 
almost 
exclusively 
from LA.

ÅA positive and 
statistically 
significant 
effect on 
labour
productivity of 
0.11 standard 
deviations. 


