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ABSTRACT

In this paper, a capability-based conceptual model of SME export readiness
in emerging market economies is constructed through the use of
Kazakhstan as the main case study and Indonesia as the secondary one. This
work applies the resource-based view of the firm, dynamic capabilities
theory, the literature on SME internationalization, export readiness studies,
and university-industry collaboration literature to explain how export
readiness should be seen as more than financial resources, marketing
strategies, or even managerial intention. Instead, this concept can be
viewed as a multifunctional capability development process including
human, digital, innovative, and networking capabilities. For the purposes of
this study, a conceptual policy analysis approach was used by means of
secondary data analysis and literature review. According to this model,
university, export promotion agency, industrial, government, and digital
capabilities are interrelated parts of an ecosystem of export readiness. The
contribution of the paper lies in the conceptualizing of export readiness as
a supported capability of SMEs and in providing policy suggestions about
how to improve the role of universities in supporting exporting activities in
emerging markets, such as Kazakhstan.
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INTRODUCTION

Small and medium-sized enterprises are known to play a critical role in
generating employment, innovation, inclusivity, diversification,
productivity, and economic growth, especially in developing and emerging
countries (World Bank, n.d.). However, while participation in local markets
guarantees that SMEs have the necessary capabilities for successful
operation in domestic markets, such is not the case regarding international
business. Export activities require a set of unique competences ranging
from understanding foreign market demands, certification and standards,
logistics, international payments, digital channels, communicating with
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customers, customizing products according to market needs, and
international networking capabilities.

As mentioned above, this problem is especially pertinent in the setting
of emerging markets where enterprises face conditions associated with
institutional complexities, poor access to specialized information, limited
resources, insufficient digitalization levels, and weak international
networks. Under these circumstances, many SMEs might possess goods that
could be attractive to other markets and have entrepreneurial spirit, but fail
to develop a level of capability required for successful sustainable export
operations. Thus, we observe the emergence of an export-readiness gap.

Kazakhstan is an appropriate context to analyze the problem. The
country is striving towards shifting from its resource-dependent model of
economic growth to a more diverse and private sector-centered approach
(World Bank, 2026). Thus, promoting export diversification becomes one of
the key concerns. According to OECD (2024), Kazakhstan develops policies
aimed at enhancing its export capability and leveraging its geographical
location as a transit point for major commercial corridors. At the same time,
OECD (2024) states that the country's export diversification efforts have
not been completely successful and export promotion programs need to be
improved.

There are already a significant number of SMEs in Kazakhstan.
According to the statistics published by Bureau of National Statistics of the
Republic of Kazakhstan (2026), the proportion of SMEs in the country's GDP
rose from 38.9% in 2024 to 40.9% during January-December 2025.
Nevertheless, being active participants in domestic economic processes
does not ensure export competitiveness of these firms. It is important to
distinguish between the development of domestic SMEs and their ability to
operate internationally.

Institutions providing export-related services and support mechanisms
include various programs. In particular, the platform Export.gov.kz offers
access to financial measures, consulting and analytics, service measures,
export acceleration opportunities, interactive analytics, barrier navigation
services, and logistics (QazTrade / Export.gov.kz, n.d.). Furthermore, Export
Credit Agency of Kazakhstan is officially defined as the sole operator of non-
primary export promotion with a mission to support growth of
Kazakhstan's non-primary exports (Export Credit Agency of Kazakhstan,
n.d.). Moreover, QazTrade offers consulting services and export
acceleration as well as helping exporting firms to enter foreign markets
(QazTrade, 2026a).

These institutions are important and useful, but still, they might not
help companies to leverage their capabilities to utilize the benefits offered.
Exportreadiness is notjust about trading, finance, and promotion. Itimplies
certain capability development that presupposes human capital,
technological, innovation, and networking capabilities.
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It is suggested that education, technology, and university-industry
collaboration can make more significant contributions to improving SME
export readiness. Universities should not only engage in research and
teaching. These institutions can provide education and trainings to
entrepreneurs, develop digital expertise among employees of SMEs,
conduct applied research, offer consulting services, facilitate university-
industry cooperation through student-industry projects, provide SMEs with
support for establishing and operating business incubators, and provide
research-based policy-making advice. Technologies, in turn, can facilitate
market analysis, promote eCommerce, facilitate communication with
buyers, improve decision-making through the collection and processing of
data, and serve as tools for online learning. Thus, education, technology, and
university-industry cooperation can become important capability
enhancement tools.

The gap that should be addressed in this study is the conceptual gap
between export readiness, digital capabilities, and university-industry
collaboration in emerging economies. While export readiness often
discusses firm capabilities, export barriers, export marketing capabilities,
and export-related public policies, university-industry relations and
technologies rarely play the central role in these discussions. This paper
addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: What capabilities are required for the export readiness of SMEs
in emerging-market contexts?

RQ2: How can education, technology, and university-industry
collaboration supports the development of these capabilities?

RQ3: What policy mechanisms can strengthen SMEs export readiness
in Kazakhstan and comparable emerging markets?

The objective of this research paper is to create a capability-based
conceptual framework that will help to foster SMEs' export readiness.
Kazakhstan is taken as the main example while Indonesia is used to extend
the analysis. This paper can be considered valuable because it
conceptualizes the issue of export readiness as a capability within an
ecosystem.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 SME Export Readiness as a Capability

Export readiness is defined as having sufficient capabilities in order to
enter, survive, and operate in foreign markets. Readiness for exporting does
not just involve willingness to export but includes many other aspects such
as manager readiness, product readiness, readiness to execute, financial
readiness, market readiness, standardization readiness, digital readiness,
and network readiness.

A recent study also backs up this definition of export readiness. In
particular, the study by Gerschewski, Rose, and Scott-Kennel (2020)
identifies several dimensions of export readiness for SMEs and shows how
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export readiness influences subsequent export performance. Hence, export
readiness should be considered before evaluating export results.

From a theoretical point of view, the concept of export readiness can
be viewed through the prism of the resource-based view. According to this
theory put forward by Barney (1991), a company gains competitive
advantages when its resources are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and
non-substitutable. Thus, export performance depends not only on external
factors but also on the availability of certain internal resources.

In particular, these resources could include skilled managers,
informed employees, high-quality products, innovation processes, market
intelligence, digital skills, and network capabilities. The mentioned
resources become very relevant for SMEs that lack human, financial, and
organizational capacity. Hence, SMEs' export readiness is a firm-level
capability that allows exploiting external opportunities.

Moreover, the idea of dynamic capabilities theory can complement the
resource-based view. According to Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997),
dynamic capabilities are about firms' capability to integrate, create, and
reconfigure both internal and external competencies. Eisenhardt and
Martin (2000) define dynamic capabilities as a set of identifiable
organizational capabilities including product development, decision
making, and alliance building. According to Teece (2007), dynamic
capabilities are responsible for generating intangible assets that guarantee
companies' performance in changing environments.

It becomes apparent why these theories are relevant to SMEs entering
foreign markets. Namely, entering new markets implies adaptation to
customer needs, regulations, logistics, technology changes, and
competition. This way, export readiness could also be defined as a dynamic
capability-building process.

2.2 SME Internationalization, Learning, and Networks

SME literature on internationalization recognizes the significance of
learning and networks. According to the revised model of Uppsala by
Johanson and Vahlne (2009), there are four factors that contribute to
internationalization, such as learning through experience, knowledge about
a market, gradual commitment, and business networking. Moreover, the
notion of "liability of outsidership” is particularly applicable to
internationalization challenges experienced by SMEs from emerging
markets who might find themselves lacking not a product but trustable
connections within a foreign market environment.

Export barriers literature further explains the challenges that are
experienced by SMEs due to difficulties in internationalization processes.
Leonidou (2004) identifies several types of barriers, such as informational,
functional, procedural, governmental, task-related, and environmental
barriers that hinder small firm export activities. Furthermore, Narayanan
(2015) stresses that export barriers are multidimensional and represent
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constraining factors that limit SMEs in their export activities. Later review
evidence suggests that export barriers experienced by SMEs are
multidimensional and cover knowledge barriers, resource barriers,
managerial barriers, marketing barriers, institutional barriers, and external
market barriers (Paul, Parthasarathy, & Gupta, 2017).

An example of export barriers experienced by SMEs could be
illustrated by the QazTrade Accelerator programme. It presents itself as
support in preparing export products, including choosing an export
direction, developing a standard for exports, identifying customers,
preparing contracts, and arranging logistic routes (QazTrade /
Export.gov.kz, n.d.). Hence, export barriers include a wide array of
knowledge, processes, partnerships, and operations that require specific
preparations.

2.3 Export Readiness, Export Outcomes, and Innovation Capability

Export readiness should be distinguished from export performance.
Cavusgil and Zou (1994) show that export market performance is
connected to strategy, firm resources, international competence, and
managerial commitment. Morgan, Katsikeas, and Vorhies (2012) further
show that export marketing capabilities help firms implement export
strategies and improve export venture performance. These studies support
the argument that export outcomes depend on capabilities developed
before and during market entry.

Therefore, the assessment of SME export readiness should include
capability indicators such as market knowledge, digital marketing
competence, product adaptation, managerial commitment, and network
access, rather than focusing only on immediate export transactions.

Innovation capability is also central to SME internationalization.
Knight and Cavusgil (2004) show that innovation and organizational
capabilities are important for firms that internationalize rapidly and
compete in global markets. This reinforces the argument that SMEs need
more than access to markets; they also need the ability to adapt, innovate,
and create value for international customers.

The case of Goldman and Young LLP provides a local illustration of
this readiness-to-outcome logic. QazTrade reported that the company
participated in the Export Acceleration Program in 2022 and later signed a
long-term export contract with the Russian distributor Clean Master
following B2B meetings and marketing support within the programme
(QazTrade, 2022). This programme-reported case should be interpreted as
an illustrative example rather than causal evidence, but it suggests how
export acceleration may connect readiness activities, partner search,
negotiations, and export transactions.
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2.4 University-Industry Collaboration and the Triple Helix

The notion of university-industry collaboration implies the exchange
of knowledge and cooperation between universities and industry
organizations. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD, 2019), there are numerous avenues of university-
industry collaboration that may include collaborative research, contract
research, consultancy, intellectual property exchange, labor mobility, spin-
offs, networking, access to facilities, and continuing education.

Academic literature also supports the idea that universities function
as knowledge-transfer agents. Specifically, Perkmann et al. (2013) found
that university-industry interactions are broader than commercialization
and may also cover academic engagement through collaborative research,
contract research, consulting, and personal relationships. Ankrah and Al-
Tabbaa (2015) performed a systematic review suggesting that university-
industry collaboration might have numerous motivations, channels, and
outcomes. Additionally, Cohen, Nelson, and Walsh (2002) demonstrated
how public research may affect industrial R&D through different channels.

In terms of the SME export readiness, university-industry
collaboration is especially relevant since many SMEs might not possess
research capacity, knowledge on exports, IT skills, and training programs.
Universities may fill this gap through entrepreneurship education,
executive education, applied research, consulting, student projects,
incubation, and policy-related analyses.

The ecosystem approach of the present study is based on the triple
helix concept. Namely, Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) state that
innovation becomes increasingly based on interdependence between
universities, industry, and government. Thus, applying the triple helix
framework to SME export readiness suggests that universities, businesses,
and export-support institutions should cooperate with each other and thus
strengthen capability-building processes by combining knowledge and
policies, policy instruments, technology and business support tools.

This means that universities should be involved more directly into the
development of Kazakhstan's export infrastructure. The establishment of
SME export-readiness clinics at universities would enable firms to conduct
market research, evaluate the necessity of modifying their products,
analyze their websites for digital competence, and create a rough export-
readiness plan. Consultancy projects carried out by students might be
organized by QazTrade, Export.gov.kz, chambers of commerce, or other
organizations involved in exporting.

Jonbekova, Sparks, Hartley, and Kuchumova (2020) suggest that
collaboration between universities and firms in Kazakhstan is influenced by
policy expectations and institutional barriers. As a result, it is still difficult
for universities and businesses to establish deep research and innovation
collaboration. It confirms the idea that universities might play an important
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role in capability-building if collaboration processes would be
systematically incorporated into export support infrastructure.

2.5 SME Digital Transformation

Digital transformation has become increasingly important for SMEs.
The OECD (2021) notes that SME digitalization is multifaceted and involves
different technologies, organizational practices, and strategic assets. Digital
technologies can support productivity, market access, business model
development, customer communication, and innovation. However, SMEs
often face barriers to more advanced digital adoption, including limited
skills, resources, awareness, and organizational capabilities.

This perspective is important for export readiness because digital
tools can support market research, customer communication, online
promotion, e-commerce, data-based decision-making, and participation in
digital platforms. At the same time, access to technology is not the same as
digital capability. SMEs need digital literacy, digital marketing skills, data
awareness, cybersecurity awareness, and managerial capability to integrate
digital tools into business strategy.

Local policy examples in Kazakhstan show the growing role of digital
export support. Exportgov.kz includes digital instruments such as
interactive analytics, a barrier navigator, logistics-related tools, and
information on export acceleration (QazTrade / Export.gov.kz, n.d.). In
addition, the Ministry of Trade and Integration reported QazTrade
initiatives connected to export acceleration and the inclusion of
Kazakhstani suppliers on international electronic platforms such as
Alibaba.com (Ministry of Trade and Integration of the Republic of
Kazakhstan, 2022). These examples illustrate that digital tools are
increasingly part of export-support infrastructure.

Digital readiness should therefore be treated as part of export
readiness. Digital tools may reduce distance and expand access to foreign
markets, but they are most useful when firms possess the knowledge and
routines required to use them effectively.

2.6 Emerging-Market Constraints and Ecosystem Logic

There are unique constraints faced by emerging markets that have an
impact on the internationalization of SMEs. Such constraints include
institutional complexities, limited finance, inadequate digital facilities,
limited management expertise, regulatory risks, and limited knowledge
management. All of these can make it difficult for companies to become
ready for exportation.

Export diversification is one of the main policy issues in Kazakhstan. In this
regard, OECD (2024) notes that Kazakhstan has created institutions and
policies geared towards supporting export diversification, but it must focus
more on developing its export promotion system, providing additional
support for SME exporters, improving its capability development and



~ The 4r¢ 2026 Education, Science, and Technology International Conference
e Gl Vol. 4
()

financial instrument development, boosting its network outside its borders,
digitizing operations, and enhancing its monitoring and evaluation
practices. Thus, there are significant requirements for export diversification
in terms of the development of capabilities in standards and certifications,
digitization, market knowledge, and international networks. The above
scenario makes it clear that emerging markets need capability building.
Besides gaining access to finance or participating in export promotion
initiatives, the firms need structured support in developing the necessary
capabilities for exportation.

METHODOLOGY

The current study is designed to follow a conceptual policy analysis
framework. Conceptual papers are used in situations where there is a need
to synthesize available knowledge and create constructs, propositions, and
frameworks for further research (Jaakkola, 2020; Whetten, 1989). In the
present case, the goal is not empirical testing of any causality, but the
construction of a conceptual model of SME export readiness that can be
applied in emerging markets.

The study combines a process of theoretical synthesis and document-
based policy analysis. Relevant academic literature was reviewed to
identify export-readiness capabilities of SMEs. Meanwhile, policy
documents and institutional sources were used to embed the conceptual
model into the Kazakhstani context, which is characterized by the
development of a vibrant SME sector, export diversification policy, and
evolving export support. Kazakhstan was chosen due to the fact that it
possesses all three mentioned elements and, therefore, serves as a good
case study for developing a policy-oriented model of SME export readiness.
Sources are relevant due to their coverage of SME internationalization,
export readiness capabilities, university-industry collaboration, SME
digitalization, and Kazakhstan-specific export policies. The element of
Indonesia's export policy and practices was included into the analysis as a
comparative extension and is illustrative, not empirical.

The analysis is performed via a four-step procedure. First, relevant
theoretical constructs are identified using the literatures on resource-based
view and dynamic capabilities theory, literature on SME
internationalization, export barrier literature, literature on export
marketing capabilities, SME digital transformation literature, literature on
university-industry collaboration, and Triple Helix theory. These literatures
are relevant since they cover different aspects of SME export readiness,
such as resourcefulness, adaptability and learning, export readiness and
market entry, digital capability, and ecosystem collaboration respectively.
Second, identified theoretical constructs are translated into export
readiness capabilities, which allows identifying four main capabilities as a
central part of export readiness: human capital capability, digital capability,
innovation capability, and networking capability. These capabilities are
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relevant since they recur in literature on SME internationalization, export
barriers, digitalization, and university-industry collaboration.

Third, relevant Kazakhstani institutions responsible for the country's
export support infrastructure are identified, namely statistics of SME
development provided by the Bureau of National Statistics of the Republic
of Kazakhstan, export diversification analyses prepared by the OECD,
materials on diversification and private sector development prepared by
the World Bank, information about export support measures posted on
Export.gov.kz, institutional description of the Export Credit Agency of
Kazakhstan, and QazTrade materials on export acceleration. Finally, based
on the obtained data, a conceptual model and propositions are developed
together with assessment criteria. Comparative perspective related to
Indonesia is provided.

Table 1:
Methodological Design of the Study

Element Description

Conceptual policy analysis based on literature
synthesis and document-based analysis

To develop a conceptual capability-based
model of SME export readiness
Resource-based view, dynamic capabilities
theory, SME internationalization literature,
export barrier research, export marketing
Theoretical sources capability literature, SME digital
transformation studies, university-industry
collaboration literature, and Triple Helix
theory

Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan,
Policy and institutionall OECD, World Bank, QazTrade, Export.gov.kz,
sources Export Credit Agency of Kazakhstan, and
selected Indonesian institutional sources

Research design

Main purpose

Sources were selected based on relevance to
SME internationalization, export-readiness
Source selection logic capabilities, university-industry
collaboration, SME digitalization, and
Kazakhstan’s export-support policy context
Thematic synthesis and mapping of recurring
concepts into capability dimensions

Human capital capability, digital capability,
Main capability categories| innovation capability, and networking
capability

Kazakhstan as the primary illustrative case;
Indonesia as a brief comparative extension

Analytical logic

Comparative scope
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Element Description

No primary survey, interview, or causal

Limitation : :
impact evaluation data

Source: Authors’ design based on conceptual article methodology and
literature review guidance (Jaakkola, 2020; Webster & Watson, 2002;
Whetten, 1989).

CONCEPTUAL MODEL AND PROPOSITIONS

The conceptual framework is formulated through association of the
capability dimensions identified in the literature with the institutional
structures observed in the export-enabling ecosystem of Kazakhstan. As per
the literature review, the capability dimensions are four and include human
capital capabilities, digital capabilities, innovation capabilities, and network
capabilities; however, the policy analysis reveals the enabling mechanism
in the areas of education, technology, export promotion, and university-
industry linkage.

4.1 Proposed Capability-Based Model for Building Export-Ready SMEs

In this research paper, an export readiness capability-based
conceptual model is offered for SMEs in Kazakhstan, as well as other
emerging economies. In accordance with this model, it is asserted that SMEs
attain their state of export readiness as a result of four different capabilities
development: human capital, digital, innovation, and networking
capabilities.

Such capabilities arise from the existence of three facilitative
mechanisms: education, technology, and university-industry partnership.
Education increases knowledge, skills, and management readiness.
Technology promotes internet connection, intelligence on the market,
communication, and evidence-based decisions making. Partnership
between universities and industries connects academic competence with
practice and enables knowledge conversion to export readiness capability.

The suggested conceptual model regards export readiness as an
ecosystem-based phenomenon and not only an organizational one.

10



C

- \ﬂ The 49 2026 Education, Science, and Technology International Conference
EDUSCIBNCRTECH vol. 4

EDUCATION, SAINS, AND TECHNOLOGY

Figure 1:
Capability-Based Model for Building Export-Ready SMEs

SME export-readiness needs
Market knowledge
Standards and certification
Logistics planning
Digital presence
Buyer access

Capability development
Human capital capability
Drigital capability
Innovation capability
MNetworking capability

Enabling mechanisms
Education and training
Technology and digital tools
University-industry collaboration
Institutional support

™~

Export-readiness outcomes
Export-entry readiness
Foreign-market preparedness
Sustained export activity

Unive.rs.i‘lies Export-promotion agencies Industry actors
A ITI:II"IIHQ h Market intelligence Associations
D%IE relfearc Matchmaking Buyers
onsulting Support tools Logistics partners

Student projects

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on the resource-based view, dynamic
capabilities theory, SME export-readiness research, SME export-barrier
literature, export marketing capability literature, university-industry
collaboration literature, Triple Helix theory, and Kazakhstan export-policy
sources (Barney, 1991; Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000;
Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000; Gerschewski et al, 2020; Leonidou, 2004;
Morgan et al, 2012; OECD, 2019, 2021, 2024; Paul et al, 2017; QazTrade /
Export.gov.kz, n.d.; Teece, 2007; Teece et al., 1997).

The model begins with the recognition of the needs for export
readiness of SMEs, which then proceed to be met via educational support,
digital means, partnerships between universities and industry, as well as
institutional support. The desired result of the process is more than merely
participating in the export promotion program but rather increased
readiness of SMEs to participate in international business.

There are four interlinked dimensions in the development of
capabilities that can be seen in the model, namely: human capital capability,
digital capability, innovation capability, and networking capability. These
capabilities can be viewed as main mechanisms for SMEs to transform
support systems into their export readiness abilities. They are distinct from
each other, yet complementing and reinforcing one another.

Figure 2:
Four Capability Dimensions of SME Export Readiness

Digital capability
Digital marketing
E-commerce

Human capital capability
Export knowledge

Managerial skills
International awareness

Online visibility
Dalta use

Foreign market preparedness
Expaort capability

SME export readiness
Intemnational competitiveness

Innovation capability Networking capability
Product adaptation Distributors

Process improvement Universities

Standards compliance Export agencies

Export readiness Improvement
Better market access
Stronger export performance

Continious learning and Sustainable international activity

capacity development

11
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Source: Authors’ synthesis based on the resource-based view, dynamic
capabilities theory, SME internationalization literature, export-barrier
research, and export marketing capability literature (Barney, 1991; Johanson
& Vahlne, 2009; Leonidou, 2004; Morgan et al., 2012; Teece et al.,, 1997).

Human capital capability refers to the level of knowledge, expertise,
management preparation, and international awareness required for
embarking on exporting activities. Digital capability is associated with the
effective use of digital technologies, online tools, digital marketing, and data
analytics. Innovation capability is the ability of a company to innovate its
product range, manufacturing process, packing, and business proposition
in accordance with the needs of foreign markets. Networking capability
refers to building contacts with buyers, distributors, industry groups,
universities, and export promotion organizations among others in order to
gain entry into international markets. These four capabilities collectively
form the base for the export readiness of SMEs. At the same time, they
provide a useful tool to measure the export readiness of SMEs.

4.2 Conceptual Propositions

Based on the literature review and Kazakhstan policy context, the
paper proposes the following conceptual propositions:
Proposition 1: SME export readiness depends on the development of
human capital, digital, innovation, and networking capabilities.
Proposition 2: University-industry collaboration can contribute to SME
export readiness by strengthening knowledge transfer, applied learning,
innovation support, and managerial capability development.
Proposition 3: Digital tools may improve SME export readiness when firms
possess the organizational and managerial capabilities to use them
strategically.
Proposition 4: Export-promotion programmes are more likely to
strengthen SME export readiness when they are integrated with
universities, industry associations, and digital capability-building
mechanisms.
Proposition 5: In emerging-market contexts, export readiness is best
understood as an ecosystem-supported capability rather than as a purely
firm-level condition.

These propositions provide a basis for future empirical testing
through SME surveys, interviews, case studies, or mixed-methods research.

DISCUSSION
5.1 Capability Dimensions and Training Needs

The first aspect of this model involves determining the training needs
for SMEs with respect to export readiness. Several capability areas have to
be covered before an SME can be considered prepared for exporting.

12
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To begin with, an SME requires knowledge about export management.
It should know how to manage exports in terms of procedures,
documentations, customs regulations, logistics, financial arrangements, and
risks involved in exporting.

Secondly, there is a need for foreign market knowledge. This entails
market research, market segmentations, competitors analysis, price
determination, product adjustments, and culture. An enterprise successful
in its domestic market may not necessarily understand what the foreign
consumer demands from its product.

Thirdly, there is a need for the knowledge on standards and
certifications. Many international markets have certain standards of quality
and certifications. The lack of such knowledge might prevent firms with
competitive products from entering target markets because of non-
conformity.

Fourthly, there is a need for digital capability. This encompasses
digital marketing, e-commerce capabilities, digital communication, big data,
cybersecurity, and platform competence. Digital capability becomes more
important with time since SMEs can employ digital channels to engage with
their customers.

Finally, there is a need for negotiation and network capability. An
export process involves interacting with many people, such as buyers,
distributors, logistics companies, certification agencies, and governmental
support agencies; therefore, negotiating capability is crucial.

5.2 Role of Universities, Industry, and Export-Support Institutions
This one cannot be humanized. Rejected by system

Universities can play several roles in the proposed model. They can
provide entrepreneurship and international business education, offer
executive education for SME owners and managers, conduct applied
research and consultancy, organize student-industry projects, and
contribute to evidence-based policy.

For Kazakhstan, these roles could be institutionalized through joint
SME export-readiness clinics, university-based export diagnostics, student
consulting projects for SMEs, executive training modules on export
management and digital trade, and university participation in the
monitoring and evaluation of export-support programmes.

Industry also has a central role. Firms are not passive recipients of
support. They must identify weaknesses, participate in training, share
information with universities, test recommendations, and invest in internal
capability development. Industry associations can coordinate sector-
specific cooperation by identifying common barriers, communicating firm
needs to policymakers, organizing joint training, and connecting SMEs to
export-promotion agencies, universities, and international partners.

Government institutions and export-promotion agencies provide the
policy and institutional environment for SME export readiness. Their role

13
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includes policy coordination, financial instruments, advisory services,
market intelligence, export diagnostics, digital tools, and access to
international networks.

QazTrade’s Export Acceleration Program provides a practical example
of capability-oriented support. QazTrade (2026a) describes the programme
as one of the key instruments of state policy aimed at developing non-
resource exports and building sustainable export-oriented companies. The
programme includes export-readiness diagnostics, target-market analysis,
product and packaging adaptation, identification of foreign partners,
organization of business negotiations, and support for export transactions.

A concrete case illustration reported by QazTrade is Goldman and
Young LLP, a Kazakhstani producer of professional household chemicals.
According to QazTrade (2022), the company participated in the Export
Acceleration Program in 2022 and later signed a ten-year export contract
with the Russian distributor Clean Master for the supply of professional
household chemicals for the Burger King chain. Within the programme, B2B
meetings were held with partners in several target markets, and support
was provided for marketing-campaign preparation. This case illustrates
how export-readiness support may connect firm-level preparation with
buyer identification, marketing support, business negotiations, and
contract formation. However, because the evidence is based on a single
programme-reported case, it should be interpreted as an illustrative
example rather than causal evidence of programme impact.

A programme-level illustration is provided by QazTrade’s 2025
results. According to QazTrade (2026b), 120 companies from 14 sectors
participated in the export acceleration programme in 2025. The
programme covered the exporter’s journey from diagnostics and training to
negotiation support and export contracts. QazTrade also reported that
participating companies signed export contracts totaling USD 180 million
by the end of 2025. Around 80 percent of participants in support
programmes were small and medium-sized enterprises. This evidence
should be interpreted as programme-level descriptive evidence rather than
causal evidence of impact. Nevertheless, it illustrates that export
acceleration can operate as a structured capability-building mechanism.

These examples suggest that export promotion can be designed as
capability-building rather than only promotion. Such programmes may
become more effective if connected to universities, industry associations,
innovation hubs, and digital learning tools.

5.3 Digital Tools and Capability-Based Assessment

Digital tools emerge as a cross-cutting factor in the model. Digital tools
could help improve the SMEs' readiness to export through actions like
market research, communication with buyers, marketing over the Internet,
e-commerce, data-based decisions, digital learning, and monitoring of the
program. Nevertheless, the use of digital tools would depend on the digital
capabilities of the companies. According to OECD (2021), digitalization for
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SMEs needs organizational capabilities and proper application and not
simply technology alone. Hence, digital tools must be integrated into the
training and counseling programs.

In addition, a capability-building model requires assessment metrics.
An export promotion program should not only measure the number of
companies participating in training or trade fairs but also how well they
build their capabilities.

Table 2:
Assessment Indicators for SME Export Readiness
Dimension Key question Possible indicators
Completion of export
. management training; staff
Human Does the firm have & 5
. knowledge of export procedures;
capital personnel prepared . . :
o o negotiation skills; foreign-
capability for export activity? .
language or intercultural
communication capability
Can the firm use | Quality of website or export
Digital digital tools for | catalogue; digital marketing
capability export activity; e-commerce readiness;
development? data use; cybersecurity awareness
. Product adaptation; packagin
Can the firm adapt | . P P 5In8
. improvement; standards
Innovation products and .
. compliance; process
capability processes to | . . .
foreign markets? improvement; integration of
' customer feedback
Participation in business
. associations; buyer contacts;
) Can the firm access . . )
Networking relevant exDOrt cooperation with export agencies;
capability P university or consultant
networks? . .
engagement; international
partner contacts
Participation in diagnostics; use of
Use of Does the firm | QazTrade or other support
institutional |access and use | programmes; access to export
support relevant  support | finance or insurance;
mechanisms |mechanisms? implementation of an export-
readiness roadmap
' Target-market selection; buyer
[s the firm prepared sern . Y
negotiations; signed agreements;
Export-entry [to move from . . o
. : o trial shipments; logistics plan;
readiness readiness to initial . .
L compliance with target-market
export activity? .
requirements

Source: Authors’ synthesis based on SME export-readiness research, SME
export-barrier literature, export marketing capability literature, SME digital
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transformation literature, and Kazakhstan export-support policy sources
(Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Gerschewski et al, 2020; Leonidou, 2004; Morgan et
al, 2012; Narayanan, 2015; OECD, 2021, 2024; Paul et al,, 2017; QazTrade,
2026a; QazTrade / Export.gov.kz, n.d.).

The indicators do not constitute a conclusive measurement tool, but
they provide a preliminary guide that will help policy-makers, universities,
and export authorities assess the status of SMEs in terms of their
preparedness for export activity. A measure of export-readiness must
include factors pertaining to sustained success after entering the market,
which involve repeat export activities, long-lasting customer relationships,
improvements to products based on feedback received from abroad, and
the continued use of available institutional and online facilities.

Figure 3:
Export-Readiness Ecosystem and Monitoring Lo

Ecosystem actors
SMEs

ic

Monitoring indicators

Support mechanisms
Diagnastics
Training
Digital tools
Consulling

Capability outcomes
Human capital
Digital capability
Innovation capability
Networking capability
Institutional suppert use

Readiness score
Training completion
Digital readiness
Target-market preparation
Buyer contacts
Trial exporis
Repeat transactions

Universities
Export agencies
Government instilutions.
Industry associations
Financial institutions.

Logistics providers

Certification support
Buyer matchmaking
Financial instruments

Falicy learning and
programme adjustm,ent

Export-readiness improvement
Siranger foreign-markel preparedness
Betlter use of support mechanisms
Improved ability to enter and sustain export
activity

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on university-industry collaboration
literature, Triple Helix theory, SME digital transformation literature,
Kazakhstan university-industry collaboration research, and Kazakhstan
export-support policy sources (Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa, 2015; Etzkowitz &
Leydesdorff, 2000; Jonbekova et al, 2020; OECD, 2019, 2021, 2024; QazTrade,
2026a; QazTrade / Export.gov.kz, n.d.).

5.4 Theoretical Contribution

Contributions to the literature include reconceptualizing export
readiness as a capability that firms build, not just an attribute that firms
possess before exporting. This conceptualization draws on concepts from
resource-based view, dynamic capability theories, SME internationalization
literature, university-industry collaboration, and Triple Helix theories in
creating a conceptual framework for export readiness capability.

In addition, this study expands the concept of university-industry
collaboration as it considers universities not only as entities in the
innovation system and commercialization system but also as players in
export readiness ecosystems. Under this context, universities help SMEs
engage in international business operations via activities including
educational programs, research, executive education, student consulting,
digital competence building, and evidence-based policymaking.
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The current framework contributes to knowledge development about
SMEs in developing economies because it shows that export readiness
depends not only on firm competencies but also on the coordination
between firms operating at the ecosystem level. This concept is particularly
relevant in environments where SMEs are facing several types of
constraints.

5.5 Comparative Perspective: Kazakhstan and Indonesia

Even though the model proposed in this research is based on the
situation prevailing in Kazakhstan, the same applies to other emerging
economies where SMEs play an important role within the local economy but
are still involved internationally to a relatively lesser degree. The situation
in Indonesia could serve as an example here since the country faces similar
problems as Kazakhstan, with the role of SMEs being significant
domestically but not internationally.

Table 3:
Comparative Illustration of SME Export-Readiness Challenges: Kazakhstan
and Indonesia

Dimension Kazakhstan Indonesia
SMEs accounted for | MSMEs contribute around
SME 409% of GDP in | 61% of Indonesia’s GDP and
contribution | January-December absorb around 97% of the
to the| 2025 (Bureau  of | national workforce
economy National Statistics of | (Coordinating Ministry for
the Republic of | Economic Affairs of the
Kazakhstan, 2026). Republic of Indonesia, 2022).
Equrt- SMEs are important MSMEs are numerous and
readiness gap| domestically, but . Do
: I economically significant, but
export diversification . o .
. their contribution to national
requires stronger . .
e . exports remains relatively
capabilities in
e low, at around 15.7% of total
standards, certification, exDOrts (Coordinatin
digital adoption, p 8

Ministry for Economic Affairs

market knowledge, and of the Republic of Indonesia,

international networks

mechanism for SME
export-readiness
development.
Kazakhstan-specific
evidence suggests that

university-industry

(OECD, 2024). 2025).
University- | University involvement | Indonesia has a large
industry appears to remain an | entrepreneurial and digital
collaboration| underutilized ecosystem, but many MSMEs

may still require stronger
managerial, digital,
certification, and partnership
capabilities to translate this
ecosystem into export
readiness.
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Dimension Kazakhstan Indonesia

partnerships are

shaped by  policy

expectations and

institutional

constraints, while

deeper research and

innovation

collaboration remains
difficult to develop
(Jonbekova et al,
2020).

Digital Indonesia has a large and fast-
transformati Exportgovkz and the growing  digital economy
on supported by e-commerce,
QazTrade Accelerator | .. o
. . fintech, and expanding internet
provide digital and . o
. penetration; however, digital
analytical tools, but .
- participation does not
uneven SME digital .
. o automatically create export
literacy may limit the : .
. readiness unless firms develop
effective use of such | .. : L
digital marketing, logistics,
tools (QazTrade / .
Export.gov.kz, n.d) data, and managerial
port.gov.kz, n.c.J. capabilities (International
Trade Administration, 2025).

Policy focus | Diversification away | Scaling MSME competitiveness
from extractive-sector | across a large archipelagic

dependence and | economy through certification,
development of non- | logistics, digitalization, and
resource exports global-market access.

Source: Authors’ compilation based on official statistics, policy documents,
Kazakhstan university-industry collaboration research, and institutional
sources from Kazakhstan and Indonesia (Bureau of National Statistics of the
Republic of Kazakhstan, 2026; Coordinating Ministry for Economic Affairs of
the Republic of Indonesia, 2022, 2025; International Trade Administration,
2025; Jonbekova et al, 2020; OECD, 2024; QazTrade / Export.gov.kz, n.d.).

The above analysis demonstrates that there are differences between
Kazakhstan and Indonesia in terms of economic structure, geography, and
priorities, but the gap in export-readiness remains similar. Even if SMEs and
MSMEs in both countries may have high numbers and economic
significance, they need more capabilities to continue exporting. Export-
readiness in both countries is not associated only with the financial aid and
promotions; instead, it is linked to the human resource management, digital
skills, innovativeness, networking ability, certification support, and
institutional help in all aspects.
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Therefore, the analysis shows that the developed model is relevant in other
cases outside of Kazakhstan. Specifically, in Kazakhstan, the model
highlights the importance of combining efforts of export promotion
institutions, educational establishments, digital technologies, and industry
organizations to foster export capabilities beyond natural resources.
Similarly, the same model explains why a strong SME sector and digital
transformation cannot provide for export competitiveness when they lack
adequate certification, logistics, training, and networking support in
Indonesia. Therefore, the capability-based model could be used in the
assessment of SME export readiness in emerging markets.
5.6 Policy Recommendations
The proposed model has several policy implications for Kazakhstan and
comparable emerging markets.

Table 4:
Policy Recommendations for Strengthening SME Export Readiness
. . Expected capabili
Policy area Recommended action P P ty
outcome
Establish university-based SME
. . Stronger  human
. . export-readiness clinics that :
University- : . . capital, market
provide diagnostics, market-
SME . knowledge, and
entry analysis, student 3
engagement : e applied problem-
consulting, and certification- . .
. . solving capability
readiness reviews.
. . Improved  digital
Combine export digital platforms pr &
i . . . readiness and
Digital with structured training in e-
s . . stronger use of
capability- commerce, digital marketing, .
s : digital tools for
building cybersecurity, data use, and exbort
online buyer communication. p
development
Develop joint university—- | Stronger
industry support mechanisms for | innovation
Certification product standards, packaging, | capability and
and standards | safety, quality, environmental | improved product
requirements, and certification | readiness for
preparation. foreign markets
.. : Stronger
: Expand digital matchmaking, ser
Networking - .. | networking
buyer meetings, sector-specific .
and : capability and
. : export networks, mentorship | .
international . . improved access to
. schemes, and participation in .
linkages . . . foreign-market
international trade fairs. . .
relationships
o Assess export-support | Better evidence on
Monitoring o
. programmes through capability- | whether support
and evaluation o
based indicators rather than only | programmes
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. . Expected capabili
Policy area Recommended action P p ty
outcome
participation numbers or | improve SME
transaction counts. export readiness

Promote exchange between
Kazakhstan and comparable | Stronger policy
emerging markets, including | learning and
Indonesia, on SME digital | transferable
platforms, university-industry | ecosystem-
collaboration, and export- | building practices
readiness diagnostics.
Source: Authors’ policy synthesis based on university—industry collaboration
literature, Kazakhstan university-industry collaboration research, SME
digital transformation literature, Triple Helix theory, and export-support
policy sources (Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa, 2015; Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000;
Jonbekova et al.,, 2020; OECD, 2019, 2021, 2024; QazTrade, 2026a; QazTrade
/ Exportgov.kz, n.d.).

Recommendations call for going beyond merely participating in short-term
activities when implementing an export strategy and focusing on
developing capabilities that can be measured. Universities, export
promotion organizations, business associations, and online platforms
together can help SMEs in terms of diagnostics, training, certification
preparation, use of technology, and international networking.

Comparative
learning

CONCLUSION

The paper provides a capability-oriented analysis of SME export
readiness. Specifically, it argues that SME export readiness should not be
understood simply as access to finance, involvement in export promotion
activities, or even a plan to conduct exports but as an inherently
multidimensional set of capabilities, including human, digital, innovation,
network, and institutional support capabilities.

The most important contribution of this paper is the proposed model
of how to educate export-ready SMEs via the integration of knowledge
generation, technological capacity, and university-business cooperation.
According to the model, the key to promoting SME export readiness consists
of addressing SME training requirements, engaging universities, providing
assistance from the government/export agency sector, employing various
digital solutions, using appropriate metrics, and fostering inter-
institutional cooperation.

Given the importance of SMEs for the country's GDP and the current
focus on export diversification and economic growth driven by the private
sector, the above model seems especially relevant to the Kazakhstani
context. Ensuring SMEs' export readiness requires the coordination efforts
of many institutions, such as universities, governmental agencies, export
promotion agencies, business associations, banks, digital companies, and
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international players. Referring to Indonesia illustrates that the same
strategy may prove effective elsewhere in the emerging market
environment, where SMEs contribute greatly to the economy but lack
export capability.

However, there are some clear limitations to the study. The research
is conceptual in nature and uses literature review, secondary data, and
policy analysis rather than qualitative/quantitative interviews/surveys
with SMEs, universities, or policymakers. Furthermore, the use of QazTrade
data only provides descriptive examples rather than causal evaluation. In
the same vein, referring to Indonesia is only intended for illustration
purposes and not as empirical research. Hence, one can treat the proposed
model as a conceptual framework rather than an empirically confirmed
model.

Future research might develop indicators used in the framework and
empirically examine the connection between education-based assistance,
digital capability, university-industry cooperation, and SME export results.
Moreover, comparative studies would enable identifying the most
beneficial form of interventions aimed at building SME export capabilities
in emerging economies. Further research could also consider whether
engagement with export accelerators, university projects, and digital
platforms helps to increase SME export readiness and success rates.
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