
Urban & Regional Storries

How to globalize SMEs
Insights from Espoo and Melbourne

This factsheet covers how cities can help SMEs access international markets and go global. It is relevant
to other cities which are seeking overseas markets for their companies.

Background and summary of approach

Espoo’s story
Petri Lautjärvi, Senior Adviser and Project Manager, SME 
Internationalization, Business Espoo

The Challenge: Espoo is a vital deeptech
powerhouse that generates one-third of
Finland’s GDP, making immediate global
market access an existential necessity for its
university spin-offs. However, these innovative
startups face critical scale-up barriers due to a
local deficit in both extensive international
trade networks and necessary late-stage
capital.

Internationalization Strategy: Takes a market-
funnel approach to identify and narrow down
strategic target markets for local SMEs. It also
uses cluster-based partnerships to ensure
greater industry breadth over isolated, single-
company outreach.

Melbourne’s story
Terry Wu, Acting Senior International Business 
Coordinator, Economic Development, International and 
Investment, Melbourne

The Challenge: Melbourne’s healthtech SMEs
require international capital and larger patient
populations to scale globally and sustain long-
term, high-skill local employment.
Furthermore, access to the global market can
mitigate economic uncertainties or bottlenecks
within the domestic Australian market.

Internationalization Strategy: Leverages
existing bilateral city partnerships and utilizes
institutional trade networks and resources,
ensuring premium market access and localized
expertise to minimize cross-border risks.

What are the methods?

Globalizing SMEs by:

1 Leverage existing networks with extensive reach to access target markets

2
Identify and narrow down strategic target markets together with the SMEs before 
approaching them



How to globalize SMEs – two different models

This comparison explores how cities connect advanced technology sectors and local enterprises to global
markets, contrasting Melbourne's network-driven trade facilitation and city alliances with Espoo's
cluster-based scaling funnels.

Espoo model

The Espoo model utilizes a collaborative cluster
approach to identify strategic target markets,
propelling early-stage, capital-intensive science
startups into global arenas.

1 Designed to address a critical gap

● The Sisu Factory Global Growth program
evolved from an inbound attraction incubator
('Sisu Factory – Soft Landing') to address a
critical gap in post-landing scale-up support.

2 A strategic, market-led funnel model

● Compile publicly available international
market data into highly accessible, user-
friendly resources.

● Compliment this with monthly webinars and
market access sessions, which are prioritized
and tailored based directly on company
feedback.

● Plan cluster-based business delegations that
engage foreign corporations and investors
early to avoid hollow, public-sector-only
dialogues.

● Ensure wide reach and maximum program
uptake among local enterprises with a
dedicated communications team.

3 Efficient and rapidly scaling

● Within just four months of launch engaged
135 companies and successfully expanded 2
into new global markets.

Melbourne model

The Melbourne model leverages external, multi-
tiered institutional partnerships to build
immediate, cross-border commercial pathways
for market-ready SMEs.

1 Operates via two distinct arms

● 1) Vertically federated national partnership
(Austrade x Melbourne City, the “TradeStart”
program)

● 2) Horizontally integrated city-to-city alliance
(Nanjing City x Melbourne City, the “Nexus”
program)

2 Utilizes solid and structured programs

● “TradeStart” industry advisors of the City Hall
tapped into Austrade’s federal assets (global
network, grants, overseas landing pads,
export finance, toolkits)

● SMEs received city government backed
introductions

●
Nangjing funded “Nexus” program selected
SMEs through pitch contests at which
winners receive cash and funded Nanjing visit
paired with a "China-readiness" bootcamps
(2-3 weeks)

3 Highly productive in the short term

● TradeStart delivered 120 qualified services
within 18 months

● Nexus ran 10 iterations with over 200 tech
companies, helping approximately 50
establish a physical presence or secure
investment.
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