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Relazione scientifica - Innovazione, digitalizzazione e competitivita internazionale: il ruolo delle politiche per Uinternazionalizzazione delle
imprese italiane

1. Tema e obiettivi del progetto di ricerca

[l progetto di ricerca "Innovazione, digitalizzazione e competitivita internazionale: il ruolo delle politiche per
Uinternazionalizzazione delle imprese italiane” si colloca allintersezione tra innovazione e
internazionalizzazione, esplorando il potenziale delle politiche pubbliche nel promuovere lespansione
internazionale e linnovazione tra le PMI italiane. Questo studio si concentra particolarmente sugli effetti delle
recenti politiche pubbliche, inclusi i piani di Industria 4.0, le misure del PNRR per gli investimenti delle imprese,
e le strategie per una green economy.

Obiettivi specifici del progetto

1. Analisi dell'efficacia delle politiche pubbliche: comprendere in che modo le recenti iniziative politiche hanno
influenzato le capacita delle PMI di innovare e internazionalizzarsi;

2. Interazione tra innovazione e internazionalizzazione: esaminare come queste due dimensioni si influenzino
reciprocamente in risposta alle politiche implementate;

3. Contributi delle PMI alla crescita economica: valutare il contributo delle PMI italiane alleconomia nazionale
attraverso linnovazione e linternazionalizzazione;

4. Formulazione di raccomandazioni politiche: sviluppare suggerimenti per migliorare l'efficacia delle politiche
pubbliche nel sostenere linnovazione e l'internazionalizzazione delle PMI.

Rilevanza e metodologia

La ricerca utilizza una metodologia mista, combinando analisi quantitative su ampi dataset e studi qualitativi
attraverso interviste e case studies, per fornire una visione completa dellimpatto delle politiche pubbliche. Gli
approcci metodologici includono analisi econometriche, modelli di regressione e studi comparativi
internazionali.

[l progetto vanta la collaborazione di istituzioni accademiche e centri di ricerca di prestigio, come il Centro Studi
Tagliacarne e ltaliacamp, che forniscono expertise e accesso a dati cruciali. Queste partnership arricchiscono
lanalisi e assicurano una disseminazione efficace dei risultati.

Finalita e risultati attesi

Si prevede che il progetto offra nuove intuizioni sullefficacia delle politiche di supporto allinnovazione e
allinternazionalizzazione, identificando le pratiche piu efficaci e suggerendo aree di miglioramento. | risultati
attesi comprendono pubblicazioni accademiche, policy briefs, e contributi a conferenze internazionali, che
contribuiranno a guidare le future direzioni politiche e a stimolare ulteriori ricerche nel campo. Concludendo, il
progetto mira a fornire una base empirica robusta per supportare decisioni politiche informate e strategie
aziendali orientate allinnovazione e alla crescita internazionale, creando un impatto positivo sulleconomia
italiana e sulla sua posizione nel mercato globale.
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2. Prodotti Realizzati

La ricerca ad oggi ha finalizzato i sequenti risultati:

- Un'indagine su 2.448 aziende manifatturiere italiane, parte del campione mirato di 2.500, rivela che il 46%
incontra barriere all'esportazione, con le dimensioni inadeguate dellazienda come ostacolo principale. Questo
dato, emerso dallindagine 2023 del Centro Studi Tagliacarne-Unioncamere (CST), sottolinea la necessita di
strategie di supporto mirate per aiutare le piccole e medie imprese a superare queste barriere e a migliorare la
loro presenza internazionale. L'indagine é stata condotta utilizzando un disegno di campionamento casuale
stratificato, considerando quattro macroregioni, quattro classi di dimensione dei dipendenti, nove settori
economici e la variabile di appartenenza allAlbo Medio Banca.

- L'innovazione digitale é stata identificata come un facilitatore chiave del commercio internazionale, in quanto
consente alle aziende di superare le tradizionali barriere allingresso, migliorare lintelligenza del mercato,
snellire le operazioni e offrire prodotti e servizi innovativi. In che modo l'adozione di tecnologie digitali influisce
sulle performance di esportazione delle aziende, soprattutto se combinate con altre forme di innovazione?

- Parallelamente, linnovazione verde, definita come lo sviluppo e limplementazione di prodotti, processi e
pratiche ecocompatibili, svolge un ruolo cruciale nel migliorare il vantaggio competitivo. In che modo le
innovazioni verdi guidano le capacita di esportazione delle aziende allineandosi agli standard ambientali
internazionali, soprattutto se integrate con le tecnologie digitali?

- La nostra analisi rivela che le aziende che adottano sia innovazioni digitali che verdi mostrano capacita di
esportazione e crescita significativamente piu elevate rispetto a quelle che si concentrano su un solo tipo di
innovazione. Questa sinergia sottolinea limportanza di strategie di innovazione integrate per massimizzare le
performance di esportazione e raggiungere una crescita sostenibile nei mercati internazionali.

- Le istituzioni pubbliche, come il Ministero degli Affari Esteri, le Camere di Commercio e 'Agenzia Italiana per
il Commercio (ICE-ITA), svolgono un ruolo cruciale nel sostenere le capacita di esportazione delle aziende. |
dati mostrano che il 53% delle aziende esportatrici in crescita ha utilizzato i servizi di supporto forniti da queste
istituzioni, sottolineando limportanza del supporto istituzionale nel favorire il successo delle esportazioni.
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3. Disseminazione

- Partecipazione all’evento SIE. La Societa Italiana di Economia, fondata nel 1950, promuove la ricerca
economica e la sua discussione e diffusione. La 65* RSA si terra nei giorni 24-25-26 ottobre 2024 presso
['Universita di Urbino Carlo Bo.

- Podcast, registrato nellambito della serie prodotta e diffusa da Luiss Guido Carli, Luiss taxi talks.

Prodotti scientifici:

- Policy Brief: Advancing global reach: the role of international hubs in enhancing firm internationalization and
innovation. Roberto Urbani, Valentina Meliciani, .....

- Workshop: “Innovation, Digitalisation, and International Competitiveness: The Role of Policies for
the Internationalisation of Italian Companies” 16 luglio 2024, Roma, Luiss Guido Carli.

- Five Bullet Point: Impact of Digital and Green Innovation on Firms' Export Capabilities. Roberto Urbani,
Valentina Meliciani, Marco Pini.

- Articolo di ricerca: Beyond borders: assessing the impact of digital and green innovation on firms' export
capabilities. Jordana Graciano, Valentina Meliciani, Marco Pini e Roberto Urbani.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The intersection of internationalization and innovation in economic growth has been a focal point in
contemporary economic literature, highlighting its critical role in the development and competitive
capacity of firms. This research delves into the nuanced effects of international integration on regional
and national economies, particularly on how foreign trade influences the competitive behaviors of local
companies. According to Melitz (2003) and subsequent scholars, international integration expands
market size and intensifies competition, fostering a selection mechanism where only the most efficient
firms thrive. This phenomenon leads to enhanced productivity across the geographic areas in question.
The literature has evolved to include not only local exporting companies but also the presence of
multinational enterprises, revealing a significant correlation between firms engaged in exporting and
direct foreign investment, and their superior productivity and size. Innovation emerges as a pivotal
factor driving exports and productivity gains, with increased competition in international markets
prompting firms to augment their innovative capabilities, thereby bolstering international
competitiveness. This reciprocal causality between innovation and international integration, evident in
both large multinationals and smaller exporting firms, underscores the importance of "Learning by
Exporting" and "Self-Selection into Exporting" as theoretical perspectives within the innovation and
internationalization literature. These concepts suggest that only the most productive and innovative
firms are predisposed to engage in exporting, due to the associated additional costs and complexities.
However, once these firms embark on exporting, they are exposed to new ideas and technologies,
enhancing their performance and productivity. This project aims to examine the effectiveness of recent
public policies, including the industry 4.0 plan, the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP),and
green economy support measures, in fostering innovation and internationalization among Italian
manufacturing and service sector firms. By analyzing a comprehensive dataset of Italian firms, this
research seeks to understand the nuances of these policies' impact on the firms' abilities to innovate
and internationalize, and how these interact with the mechanisms of "Learning by Exporting" and "Self-
Selection into Exporting." Ultimately, the project strives to offer tailored policy recommendations,
enhancing the positive influence of public investment on the productivity, innovation, and economic

growth of Italian firms in the global market.

2. LITERATURE

The intricate relationship between firm innovation and internationalization has garnered significant
attention in academic research. Studies consistently reveal a positive, albeit complex, correlation
between these two facets innovation (Altomonte et al,, 2013; Aghazadeh & Zandi, 2021; Chong et al.,
2019; Braga et al., 2017; RadoSevi¢ & Stancova, 2015; Henley & Song, 2019). Altomonte et al. (2013) and
others have identified a reciprocal relationship, with innovation often spurring internationalization. This

phenomenon is further elucidated by Braga et al. (2017), who argue that internationalization broadens



access to previously unavailable resources in domestic markets, thereby fostering innovation. Roper
and Love (2002) note that innovation's transformative impact on firms'internal capabilities significantly
contributes to improved performance. Firm size, as O'Cass & Weerawardena (2009) emphasize, is
pivotal in understanding this relationship due to its role as a proxy for resources. Henley & Song (2019)
and Gorynia et al. (2019) highlight the vital role of innovation in exporting and its classification as an
organizational innovation, respectively. Laurens et al. (2022) delve into the impact of multinational R&D
and geographic diversification on innovation productivity. However, landolo & Ferragina (2021) caution
against oversimplifying this relationship, recognizing the challenge in differentiating causality from
mere correlation. The dynamics become even more intricate when considering 'selection into exporting’
and learning by exporting’, which are crucial aspects of this relationship.

The concept of selection into export focuses on how only the most productive, often innovative, firms
engage in export activities. These firms are 'self-selected’ into exporting due to their inherent
capabilities, which allow them to cover the additional costs associated with understanding new
markets, adapting products, and managing logistics over longer distances. This concept was studied in
literature at different level of analysis. Eliasson et al., (2012) contribute by scrutinizing the productivity
trajectories of SMEs in relation to export activities, balancing the perspectives of learning by exporting
and self-selection. Loecker's (2007) study show this dimension by analyzing how firms' decision to
export impacts their subsequent performance, emphasizing learning effects post-export. Lastly,
Temouri et al., (2013) provide a broader perspective by investigating the impact of global engagements
on UK firms' productivity, highlighting variations across different sectors.

The second concept, learning by exporting, suggests that firms enhance their productivity and
innovation capabilities after they begin exporting. Liu and Buck (2007) studied this concept by
exploring the links between international exposure and innovation in Chinese firms. The act of
exporting exposes these firms to new ideas, advanced technologies, best practices, and varied
competitive pressures not found in domestic markets. Salomon and Shaver (2005) test this concept
analyzing the multinational market through the MNEs, examine the impact of geographic diversity on
firm innovation and performance. This exposure prompts learning and adaptation, leading to improved
performance and productivity. Golovko and Valentini (2014) showed the existence of a different effect
of firm size. Large exporting firms tend towards process innovation once they enter international
markets. SMEs carry out more product innovation before entering international markets.

Collectively, these studies offer a rich, multi-faceted view of how exporting influences firm behavior and
performance. The self-selection hypothesis suggests that more productive and innovative firms are
naturally inclined to export. In contrast, the learning-by-exporting hypothesis proposes that firms
enhance their productivity and innovation capabilities through the very act of engaging in international
markets. The intricate interplay between these two mechanisms, as evidenced across diverse contexts
and firm types, underscores the complexity of the relationship between exporting and firm

performance.



This paper, by integrating insights from a range of empirical studies and new dataset, has the aim to
provides a comprehensive understanding of the key drivers and outcomes of firms' engagement in

international trade and its relationship to innovation.

3. DATASET AND METHODOLOGY

Our research employs a comprehensive dataset, collaboratively assembled with the Centro Studi
Tagliacarne, focusing on ltalian firms in the manufacturing and service sectors. This dataset is derived
from extensive surveys conducted in 2022 and 2023, encompassing approximately 4,000
representative Italian companies. It offers a rich array of micro-level data, capturing various aspects of
firms' investment decisions in innovation and their strategies for internationalization. Key metrics
include firms' engagement with the national Industry 4.0 plan (now known as Industria 4.0), their
adoption of innovative technologies, and their environmental sustainability efforts, alongside human
capital investments aimed at enhancing innovation strategies and international market penetration.
The initial phase of our analysis will be quantitative, employing dynamic econometric models with
panel data (where historical series allow) or probit models on cross-sectional data. We aim to
empirically assess the impact of public support measures on firms' export activities and to explore the
concepts of "Learning by Exporting" and "Self-Selection into Exporting”. This involves examining the
relationships between public innovation support, export dimensions, and firm performance on a
unique, representative sample.

Additionally, the dataset includes critical data related to the National Recovery and Resilience Plan
(NRRP), providing insights into the determinants of companies' participation in support projects under
this plan and the benefits they derive from it. This data will enable us to evaluate empirically whether
these industrial policies for innovation represent a factor influencing SME exports and related learning
and self-selection mechanisms.

A subsequent qualitative analysis will complement the quantitative findings, focusing on Italian
companies participating in internationalization support projects. Through our collaboration with
ltaliacamp, an impact organization managing the Made in ltaly hub in Dubai, we will conduct
qualitative interviews and case studies. This approach will track the international growth process of
firms utilizing this hub, offering services such as market entry facilitation, business matching, and talent
scouting in the UAE and the broader MENA region.

Finally, to enrich our econometric analysis, we will estimate the relationship between innovation,
internationalization, and firm performance. This will be feasible thanks to access to comprehensive
financial and performance data from the Bureau Van Dijk databases, Orbis and Aida. This dual
approach, integrating quantitative and qualitative data, adheres to the methodological pluralism
advocated by Landry and Banville (1992) and Weber (2004), allowing for a nuanced understanding of

the phenomenon under study. Our methodology is designed to be comprehensive and multi-faceted,



leveraging both macro and micro-level data to provide a detailed understanding of the impact of public

policy on the innovation and internationalization strategies of Italian firms.

4. QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

Using the data collected by the Centro Studi Talgiacarne, it will be possible to carry out a detailed
analysis of the determinants of export and participation in NRP funding calls. The quantitative aspect
of our research comprises two main stages that aim to analyze the determinants of internationalization
and innovation choices.

Focusing on the various forms of innovation and green, we will study the determinants of exports. This
includes cross-sectional analysis with the possible inclusion of an instrumental variable, following the
approach of Lewbel (2012). We will examine the key variables related to Industry 4.0 and the green

economy, analyzing the incentives used by exporting firms and their relationship with added value.

We will look at the determinants of participation in the NRRP, especially among already productive or
performing export and innovation firms. This will include the analysis of the different dependent
variables of the individual NRRP measures.

The aim is to assess the impact of public policies supporting companies' export activities, and to
understand the concepts of 'Learning by Exporting' and 'Self-Selection into Exporting. We will use
dynamic econometric models with panel data or probit models on cross-sectional data for this in-depth

analysis.

4.1 Features of the dataset

The primary dataset for this study originates from a 2022 Unioncamere survey, encompassing around
3,000 Italian manufacturing SMEs. This sample represents 2.3% of all such firms and 4.8% in terms of
employee count in Italy. The survey's stratification covers industry (24 manufacturing categories section
C per Nace Rev.2), firm size (5-9,10-19, 20-49, 50-249), and geographical region (North-West, North-
East, Center, South). The data, collected via Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing by a
professional agency, includes both qualitative and quantitative aspects. Emphasis was placed on
accurately interpreting questions, especially those related to Industry 4.0. Several preliminary briefings
have been held with the contractor aiming at explaining to interviewers the exact meaning of the issues
of the questions, The quality of the data was subsequently validated. Furthermore, the quality of the
data was also ensured by the fact that they came from a public agency. The questionnaire submitted to
the firms included several topics: digitalization, internationalization, training activities, governance,

economic performance, besides firm structural characteristics (e.g., age, economic sector).

4.2 Descriptive statistics of the dataset



In our dataset we investigate the relationship between the adoption of new technologies and the status
of exporting firms. The first condition we assess is whether firms are aware of public policy measures to

support the digital transition (Transition 4.0). As shown in fig. 1,78 per cent of our sample claim to be

aware of this opportunity.

Familiar with national plan "Impresa 4.0"

YES: 78%

= YES = NO

Fig.1 Companies aware of the measures contained in the national Impresa 4.0' plan.

For a better understanding of the phenomenon, let us look at the sample companies that have adopted
digital 4.0 technologies. As shown in Fig. 2, the number decreased to 54% of the respondents.
Awareness of the opportunity therefore does not imply a direct connection with the exploitation of the

public measure to support the digital transition.

Firm that have adopted digital technologies

NO: 46%

= YES = NO

Fig. 2 Companies aware of the measures contained in the national Impresa 4.0 plan.



The emphasis of our paper is on the relationship between technology adoption as a proxy for innovation
and export propensity. Our sample shows that there is a relationship in 4.0 technology adoption (61.1%
SI) and export status. Conversely, in the case of non-exporters, the majority (60.6%) stated that they

had not adopted digital 4.0 technologies.

Adopted digital technologies 4.0

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30 61,1
20 38,9 39,4
10
0
Exporters Non-exporters
HYES mNO

Fig. 3 Companies that reported being exporters or non-exporters and did or did not adopt digital 4.0

technologies.

Continuing the in-depth analysis of companies adopting digital technologies, these are characterized
by being a balanced part of different activities belonging to the manufacturing sector. The equal

distribution can be observed in Fig. 4.
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Fig.4 Field of activity of exporting and non-exporting companies

The geographical distribution (fig.5) is also balanced, showing a higher percentage of companies

adopting 4.0 technologies in the north than in the center and south.

Geographical distribution

Sud e Isole

Nord-ovest

0,0 20,0 40,0 60,0 80,0 100,0 120,0

HYES mNO

Fig. 5 Geographical distribution

The last descriptive observation (fig.6) concerns the number of employees in the companies. There is a
clear relationship between the number of employees and the adoption of 4.0 technologies. Micro-
enterprises with up to 9 employees answered positively to a small extent (30% YES). In contrast, the
largest number of enterprises reporting to adopt 4.0 technologies are the large ones with 50 employees

or more.
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Fig. 6 Geographical distribution

Based on the characteristics of our sample, we decided to continue with the research questions defined
in the previous sections and the conclusion. Using other information available in the questionnaire and
among the secondary data, we will be able to study the determinants and conditions under which the

phenomenon manifests itself.

5. QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

In collaboration with Italiacamp Impact Organization, the qualitative aspect of our research
encompasses three main phases, each pivotal in deepening our understanding of internationalization

strategies.

5.1 Comparative Analysis of the Dubai Hub Experience

The first phase involves a comparative analysis of the Dubai Hub, managed by ltaliacamp, against other
international experiences. Our goal is to contextualize this initiative, exploring the motivations behind
the establishment of such centers and comparing the outcomes they have achieved. This phase will
scrutinize the strengths and weaknesses of the Dubai Hub experience, focusing on its unique feature of
combining trade associations, academic institutions, and local host organizations. This comprehensive
understanding will contribute to the creation of a policy brief aimed at guiding policymakers in their

decisions to support similar initiatives.
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5.2 Analysis of Firms Characteristics

The second phase delves into the characteristics of the firms utilizing the Hub. This involves examining
their business, financial, and management attributes to descriptively define the user profile. This
analysis will help in understanding the kind of firms that benefit from such internationalization support

structures and how their specific needs and strengths align with the services offered by the Hub.

5.3 Structured Interviews for In-depth Insights

The final phase extends the inquiry beyond the quantitative data through structured interviews. These
interviews aim to probe deeper into the literature's findings on the significance of such
platforms/spaces in facilitating entry into significant export flows. We will explore the perceptions of
stakeholders involved in this process, seeking to capture the nuanced views and experiences of those
directly engaged with the Hub. Furthermore, to provide a balanced perspective, companies that have
not utilized these spaces will also be interviewed. This will allow us to understand their motivations and
create a control group for comparative analysis. This iterative process, intertwining qualitative insights
with quantitative analysis, is essential to gain a holistic view of the dynamics at play in
internationalization and innovation.

Overall, this qualitative analysis will enrich our understanding of the mechanisms and effects of
internationalization support structures like the Dubai Hub. It will offer a multi-dimensional view,
complementing our quantitative findings and providing a more nuanced picture of the realities faced

by firms in their journey towards global market integration.

6. CONCLUSIONS AND RESEACH QUESTIONS



This research, rooted in the intersection of innovation, digitalization, and international competitiveness,
critically examines the role of policies in advancing the internationalization of Italian companies.
Integrating insights from empirical studies, the project investigates how recent public policies,
particularly Industry 4.0, NRRP, and green economy measures, influence ltalian firms' innovation and
internationalization. The research critically evaluates the reciprocal causality between innovation and
international integration, as posited by scholars like Melitz (2003). It further examines the concepts of
'Selection into Exporting' and 'Learning by Exporting’, exploring how they manifest in ltalian firms,
especially considering the public support measures. The comprehensive dataset from Centro Studi
Tagliacarne and data collected through the Dubai Hub experience, enables a nuanced quantitative and
qualitative analysis, assessing the impact of these policies on firm export activities and performance.
Ultimately, this study aims to provide robust policy recommendations to enhance the global
competitiveness of Italian firms, contributing significantly to the discourse on innovation, digitalization,

and international trade.
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Impact of Digital and Green Innovation on Firms' Export Capabilities

Roberto Urbani'| Valentina Meliciani' | Marco Pini

e A survey of 2,500 Italian manufacturing firms reveals that 46% face export barriers, with inadequate
firm size being the primary obstacle. This finding, from the 2023 Centro Studi Tagliacarne survey,
underscores the necessity for targeted support strategies to assist small and medium-sized enterprises

in overcoming these barriers and enhancing their international presence.

e Digital innovation has been identified as a key facilitator of international trade, enabling firms to
overcome traditional barriers, enhance market intelligence, and streamline operations, while green
innovation—focused on environmentally friendly products, processes, and practices—plays a crucial
role in enhancing competitive advantage. How do these innovations, particularly when integrated,
impact firms' export capabilities by aligning with international standards and maximizing export

performance?

e Our analysis of the Centro Studi Tagliacarne Survey data shows that digitalization supports export
capabilities, both in terms of selling in foreign markets and export growth, especially when it is
combined with training activities. Investing in technologies without training has no effect on export
capabilities. This underlines the importance of strengthening the integration between policies on

investments in technologies and the ones related to upgrading skills.

e Our analysis of the results of the Centro Studi Tagliacarne Survey reveals that firms adopting both
digital and green innovations exhibit significantly higher export capabilities and growth compared to
those focusing on just one type of innovation. This synergy underscores the importance of integrated
innovation strategies for maximizing export performance and achieving sustainable growth in

international markets.
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Public institutions, such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Chambers of Commerce, and the Italian
Trade Agency (ICE-ITA), play a crucial role in supporting firms' export capabilities. Data shows that
53% of the exporting firms experiencing growth utilized support services provided by Public
institutions, something that emphasizes the importance of institutional support in fostering export

success.
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TINTRODUCTION

Intoday's increasingly interconnected global economy, the role of international business hubs as drivers
of firms’ success and innovation has come to the fore. These hubs, located in optimal strategic positions,
are equipped with superior infrastructure and a business-friendly environment, making them vital
nodes in the global network. They facilitate the flow of knowledge, resources, and economic activities.
Research indicates that innovation hubs are integral to local innovation ecosystems. They offer
companies a range of resources, actors, and an enabling environment within the local innovation
ecosystem that fosters innovation and promotes economic growth. However, there is still a lack of clarity
on how companies from a specific context can develop this mechanism when they expand abroad, for
example, Italian business going abroad.

This study provides a comprehensive examination of how firms integrate through international hubs,
with a particular focus on the Dubai Hub for Made in Italy experience. This initiative, managed by
[taliacamp, is designed to assist Italian companies in entering new markets and exploring new business
opportunities. This policy brief compares Dubai's model with other international hubs to identify
patterns, best practices, and key factors influencing firm success in these settings. By examining Dubai
as a practical case with interviews, it explores the drivers behind the adoption or avoidance of
international hubs, providing valuable insights into how these hubs can be leveraged to boost global
competitiveness and foster economic development.

2 CROSS-COMPARATIVE STUDY OF FIRMS INTEGRATING THROUGH GLOBAL
HUBS

The study commences with a focus on international hubs and firms’ success, undertaking a comparative
examination of the Dubai experience alongside global models to discern patterns and best practices
(2.1). Additionally, employing interview-based analysis to capture firsthand perspectives in "Voices from
the field," shedding light on the factors driving international hub adoption and avoidance (2.2). Through
these investigations, it is possible to discuss the policy implications and strategic directions in fostering
firm integration and global competitiveness (3.3).

2.1 International hubs and firm success: a comparative analysis of the Dubai
experience and worldwide models

In the field of management and strategic studies, network theory stands out as a prominent concept. It
is often depicted through graphs, illustrating connections between nodes. This theory explores the
relationships among various social entities, such as groups, individuals, organizations, or even
countries. By analyzing these structures, we gain invaluable insights into the dynamics and functioning
of interconnected systems (Wasserman and Faust,1994; Rainie, Wellman, 2012).



Expanding upon the network theory, it becomes evident that these structures are helpful to define the
concept of a "hub" within a network. A hub is characterized as a node with a larger number of links
compared to others within the network (Berlingerio et al, 2011; Ye, Wu and Goh, 2020). In essence, hubs
serve as central points of connectivity, exerting significant influence and facilitating the flow of
information, resources, or interactions within the network (Serrano-Ruiz et.al,2024; Ye, Wu and Goh,
2020).

Understanding hubs within a network is crucial for grasping their structure and dynamics, revealing
essential players that shape their ehavior and effectiveness. Studies indicate that a hub firm, acting as
the network's primary actor, attains prominence and power through individual attributes. Then, they
leverage this influence to lead and consolidating the dispersed resources and capabilities of network
members (Ye, Wu, & Goh, 2020; Chuluun, Prevost and Upadhyay,2017).

The strategic positioning of a firm within innovation hubs significantly influences its international
expansion. These hubs foster knowledge spillovers, where the proximity of firms catalyzes the exchange
of ideas and expertise. Scholars have recognized the spatial dimension of knowledge creation,
emphasizing the importance of location in driving innovation and technological advancements and
economic growth (Henderson & Thisse, 2004; Crupi et al, 2020; Haukipuro et al,2024). This
perspective presents the hubs as proactive entities equipped with the ability to influence their results,
like firms. These entities, comprised of firms and actors with diverse technical and managerial
capabilities, wield significant influence (Malik et al., 2021). In this sense, knowledge is indeed a public
good, but one which contains tacit elements, so that its transmission through written publications is not
complete and requires to be supplemented by fact-to-face contacts (which are much easier to arrange
or more likely to occur accidentally at short physical distances) (Henderson and Thisse,2004).

Understanding the mechanisms behind knowledge diffusion requires exploring why firms in these
hubs are central to disseminating knowledge. Notably, firms' alliances and acquisitions play a crucial
role.

2.1.1 The context

In this study, the analysis will focus on Dubai, located in the United Arab Emirates where entrepreneurs
have access to and profit from the free zones. Free Zones in the UAE have been instrumental in fostering
economic diversification, with 46 locations across the country, each tailored to specific industries and
governed by unique regulations. The establishment of the Jebel Ali Free Zone in 1985 marked a turning
point, setting the stage for subsequent zones designed to attract and nurture various sectors (UAE
Embassy). It is a more liberal regulatory environment which not only included freedom of ownership
and management without taxes, but also a simplified approach to documentation and government
regulations (Matly and Dillon, 2007).

By fostering industry-specific innovation, attracting foreign investments, and facilitating seamless
trade, the UAE's specialized Free Zones underscore the nation's commitment to cultivating a vibrant
and diversified economy. This strategic approach reflects ongoing efforts to support diverse sectors and
sustain economic growth.



[In1999, the Dubai Internet City, Dubai’s first fusion business park/free zone, was announced. One year
later the result was 30 square million feet of land with 4 buildings representing 1 million square feet of
leasable space, which was leased by firms such as Microsoft, Oracle, IBM, Dell, Siemens, Canon, and
Sony Ericsson (Matly and Dillon, 2007).

According to the Global Innovation Index 2023 (WIPO, 2023), the United Arab Emirates ranks 32nd
among the 132 economies featured in the study and ranks 3rd among the 18 economies in Northern
Africa and Western Asia.

Analyzing Figure 1, the investment made by the UAE, it is possible to verify that the comparison between
the inputs and outputs is in a lower position on the graph according to the average of other countries.
This could mean that the United Arab Emirates produces less innovation outputs relative to its level of
innovation investments, but mainly because the investments being made now could generate one effect
in the long term.

Figure1 - Relationship between innovation inputs and outputs
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The ltaliacamp Dubai Hub for Made in Italy was opened in 2023. It is the bridge between ltalian firms
expanding in the Middle East, North Africa and Southeast Asia, leading local businesses and
entrepreneurs. This strategic approach aims to bolster Italian exports, particularly considering the
recent challenges evidenced by reductions in exports to major markets such as France (-12.5%),
Germany (-11.8%), the United States (-5.3%), and China (-16.5%), as reported by ISTAT in 2024. However,
there has been a notable increase in exports to the OPEC countries, including Saudi Arabia, Iran,
Kuwait, Venezuela, Iraq, Algeria, Ecuador, Gabon, Indonesia, Libya, Nigeria, Qatar, and the United Arab
Emirates, which saw a 26.5% rise.



2.1.2 Comparative Assessment

In this section, we present a comparative analysis of international business hubs, emphasizing the
distinctive characteristics and strategies that differentiate them. Table 1 provides a comparison of the
Dubai Made in ltaly hub with its international counterparts, examining key aspects such as

infrastructure, incubators, accelerators, business consulting, events, and educational services.

Table1- Hub’s comparison

Name of the hub | Sectorof firms | Infrastructure | Incubator | Accelerator | Business Consulting Education Events
Hub Made in All sectors - only
ltaly [talian Firms \/ \/ \/ V
DIFC Innovation ,
Hub Fintech \/ \/ \/ \/
Dubai Multi
Commodities Commodities \/ \/ \/
(DMCC)
INNOVIT All sectors - only
(Italian Italian firms on

Innovation and
Culture Hub)

USA (San
Francisco)

The transition from the detailed exploration of Dubai's diverse hubs—including the Dubai Hub Made in
Italy, the DIFC Innovation Hub, and the Dubai Multi Commodities Centre (DMCC)—to a broader
analysis of the impact of international hubs on firms’ success and global economic dynamics is relevant.
Each hub in Dubai, with its unique focus and targeted services, exemplifies the multifaceted approach
to fostering business growth, innovation, and internationalization. This comprehensive overview of
Dubai's ecosystem provides a fundamental basis for analysing other worldwide centres. As we shift our
focus towards the wider implications of international hubs, Dubai's experience becomes a microcosm
for understanding how strategic locations, infrastructure, and regulatory environments contribute to
creating competitive advantages and facilitating economic development on a global scale. This
comparison not only highlights Dubai's distinctive position but also sets the stage for a deeper
investigation into the universal principles that underpin the success of international hubs worldwide,
illustrating their critical role in shaping the contours of global commerce and industry innovation.

In the exploration of global economic dynamics, the narrative of international hubs and their role in
firms’ success presents a compelling comparative analysis, particularly when juxtaposing the Dubai




experience with other worldwide models. International hubs, characterized by their strategic
geographical locations, advanced infrastructure, and business-friendly regulations, serve as catalytic
environments for firms’ growth and internationalization. Dubai, renowned for its rapid transformation
into a global business nexus (Breslow, 2021), offers a unique case study of how these hubs foster
economic development, innovation, and competitive advantage on the world stage.

Contrastingly, other worldwide models of international hubs, such as Singapore, Hong Kong, and
Silicon Valley, provide a broader spectrum of insights into the mechanisms through which
internationalization and innovation propel firms’ success. These models highlight the significance of
factors such as government policy, industry specialization, and technological infrastructure in shaping
the competitive landscape. For instance, Singapore (Olds & Yeung, 2004) and Hong Kong's (Lai, 2012)
emphasis on trade liberalization and financial services create a conducive environment for firms to
thrive in highly competitive international markets. Silicon Valley's model (Audretsch, 2021) underscores
the importance of a robust ecosystem for innovation, where the proximity of high-tech firms, venture
capital, and academic institutions spurs ground-breaking technological advancements and
entrepreneurship.

The comparative analysis of Dubai alongside these worldwide models underscores the diversity of
strategies and outcomes in the realm of international hubs (Wild, 2020). While Dubai's model
exemplifies the impact of visionary leadership and strategic investments in infrastructure and tourism,
other hubs emphasize the role of innovation, specialized industry focus, and policy frameworks in
achieving firm success. This contrast not only enhances our comprehension of the complex and diverse
characteristics of global economic integration but also emphasises the subtle interaction between local
circumstances and global influences in determining the routes to enterprise success and economic
expansion.

2.2 Voices from the field: interview-based analysis of international Hub adoption and
avoidance

2.2.1 Data collection and analysis

In this qualitative study, we aim to explore the complex experiences of organizations as they navigate
the process of integrating international hubs, with a specific focus on the Dubai Hub. Acknowledging
the crucial importance of firsthand knowledge in enhancing our understanding of the theoretical
frameworks explored previously, we have undertaken a bold initiative to directly interact with the
individuals involved in this process.

To this end, we have reached out to 24 organizations (Table Al appendix) that have established their
presence in the Dubai Hub, spanning a diverse array of industries including technology, finance, trade,
and logistics. These organizations were selected based on their varied sizes, scopes of operation, and
the nature of their engagement with the international market, ensuring a comprehensive perspective
on the dynamics at play within this vibrant economic ecosystem.



The methodology behind organizing the interviews is designed to capture a broad spectrum of
experiences, challenges, and strategies associated with adopting or avoiding the Dubai Hub as a key
element in firms' internationalization efforts. The interview guide is structured around several core
themes: the strategic rationale behind choosing Dubai as an international hub, the operational and
competitive advantages perceived, the challenges and hurdles encountered, and the impact of such a
decision on innovation, productivity, and global competitiveness.

A customized set of questions will be provided to each participating organization, enabling a thorough
examination of their individual experiences and enabling comparisons across various scenarios. This
customized strategy not only recognizes the unique characteristics of each firm’s path but also allows
for the study of shared trends and differences in the acceptance and rejection of global centers.

2.2.2 Findings of the qualitative analysis

In this section, we present the findings from our qualitative analysis, which was conducted through in-
depth interviews with key stakeholders from a diverse range of firms that have engaged with
international hubs, particularly the Dubai Hub. The objective of these interviews was to gain a deeper
understanding of how these firms perceive and leverage international hubs to enhance their
internationalization efforts and innovation capacities. Through a thematic analysis of the interview
transcripts, we identified several key themes that emerged across the interviews, providing valuable
insights into the strategic motivations, challenges, and opportunities associated with hub adoption. The
themes discussed include expanding market presence, strategic partnerships, innovation and
adaptation, expectations from the Dubai Hub, leveraging free zones', and the challenges and
opportunities encountered. The results provide a detailed viewpoint on the impact of international hubs
in promoting firm success worldwide and emphasize the important elements that make firms choose
to include these hubs into their strategic plans.

Table 1: Exploratory interviews

Firm Length Location Role of the interviewee
1 Alpha 19 Zoom interview CEO
2 Beta 33 Zoom interview General Manager
3  Gamma 15 Zoom interview Chairman
4 Delta 20° Teams interview General Manager

Table 2: Excerpts from the texts

L https://www.moec.gov.ae/en/free-zones



“Internationalization can only represent an opportunity for a firm and not a problem, given that to

develop an internationalization project, the firm must be organized to do so.” (Interview 1)

"We are in this area, the Middle East and North Africa, because it aligns with our strategic interests, and

Expanding the development here is strong, making it an exciting area for expansion." (Interview 2)
market "We have reached a market share in Italy where we do not see significant opportunities for further growth,
presence so we needed a structure that could support us in an internationalization project, and we found this in
Dubai." (Interview 3)
“We are thinking of opening a new office in Dubai, not only for the Middle Eastern market but also as a
gateway to Asia.” (Interview 4)
“Being able to work professionally alongside other firms can only stimulate curiosity [...] it will be
important in terms of how the Hub will be able to connect us.” (Interview 1)
"We were introduced to the Dubai Lab through personal contacts, which played a significant role in our
Strategic decision to establish a presence there." (Interview 2)
partnerships There is a collaboration and partnership between us and the Dubai Hub, which I expect will lead to the
beginning of concrete activities for my firm.." (Interview 3)
“We are working on partnerships with local firms to better understand the market and to establish a
stronger presence.” (Interview 4)
"We are a very dynamic firm, and we need to adapt continuously to remain competitive in such a rapidly
changing environment." (Interview 1)
"The Lab's idea is very interesting, providing a strategic location that represents Italian excellence, which
Innovation is important for promoting 'Made in Italy' and adapting to local market demands." (Interview 2)

and adaptation

"The comparison within the Hub and with other firm is certainly an interesting and stimulating experience

that allows us to constantly better direct our business model." (Interview 3)

“Innovation is essential, especially in adapting our products to the preferences and regulations of

different markets.” (Interview 4)

"[ expect that in response to specific questions about identifying big data, numbers, contacts, or entities,

the Lab can provide support.” (Interview 1)

“This Lab, in my opinion, is a very interesting idea... It's a space that represents Italianness, offering an

opportunity to build a system-country.” (Interview 2)

Expectations
from the "l imagine that the Hub is a kind of structure that takes you by the hand and accompanies you up to a
Dubai Hub certain point. That said, I believe it will undoubtedly be useful to maintain medium-term communication
and interaction with other firms and institutions." (Interview 3)
"The location of Italia Camp within the Dubai World Trade Center is strategic for us, given our focus on
fairs and events.” (Interview 4)
Leveraging Working within free zones can provide us with significant operational advantages, from regulatory
free zones flexibility to reduced costs, which are essential for our international strategy.” (Interview 1)




"We have opened in the UAE, and specifically in a legal entity residing in the Abu Dhabi free zone,

leveraging the benefits of this more liberal regulatory environment." (Interview 2)

"The knowledge of this market has saved us time, and we have been able to start administrative activities

remotely for the new branch of the Italian group." (Interview 3)

“The free zomes offer numerous advantages, including tax benefits and a simplified regulatory

environment, which are crucial for our expansion strategy.” (Interview 4)

"The reasons that brought us here are obviously linked to market dynamics. Sustainability, which even in

this region is becoming increasingly crucial." (Interview 1)

"The challenge is to understand whether this Hub will just remain a beautiful office or evolve into

Challenges something that fosters business development and system-country initiatives." (Interview 2)
and "Our experience has an advantage and a disadvantage. We are almost born together with the Hub, so on
opportunities the one hand, I hope this means we are treated more attentively, but on the other hand, we are also

experiencing the limits of learning the Arab market alongside the Hub." (Interview 3)

“The main challenge is understanding the local market dynamics, but the opportunities for growth and

establishing a foothold in new markets far outweigh the difficulties.” (Interview 4)

3 DISCUSSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The results of our study emphasize the critical role of international hubs in facilitating the
internationalization and innovation capacities of firms. The varied impact of these hubs on business
success and the broader economic landscape has been explained through a qualitative interview with
key industry leaders. The purpose of this debate is to consolidate these findings and extract important
consequences for policy and future study.

The Role of International Hubs in Firms’ Internationalization and Innovation. The analysis conducted
Indicates that international hubs, especially those situated In Important locations such as Dubai, play
a crucial role in facilitating the expansion of firms’ market presence and the improvement of their
inventive skills. These hubs provide a combination of elements, including sophisticated infrastructure,
commercially favorable legislative conditions, and access to worldwide networks, which together
enable firms to enter and expand in foreign markets. The hubs serve as both a platform for increasing
market presence and as accelerants for innovation by promoting cooperation, information sharing, and

access to state-of-the-art technology.

Strategic Partnerships and the Synergistic Potential of Hubs. One of the central themes emerging from
the qualitative interviews is the importance of strategic partnerships facilitated by international hubs.
Collaborations of this nature are frequently the foundation of effective internationalization plans, since
they enable firms to utilize local knowledge, share assets, and jointly create groundbreaking solutions.
The synergies generated by such collaborations allow firms to not only penetrate new markets but also
to adjust to the distinct requirements of these areas, therefore strengthening their competitive
advantage.



Innovation as a Driver of Success in Global Hubs. The interviews also highlight the critical role of
innovation in the success of firms operating within international hubs. Firms that actively engage in
both digital and green innovation are better positioned to meet the evolving needs of global markets
and to capitalize on the opportunities presented by international hubs. The ability to innovate and
adapt rapidly is particularly crucial in hubs like Dubai, where the business environment is dynamic and
highly competitive. These findings suggest that policies aimed at supporting innovation, particularly in
the context of international hubs, could have a significant impact on enhancing firms' global
competitiveness.

3.1 Policy Implications for Leveraging International Hubs

Given the demonstrated importance of international hubs in driving firms’ success, policymakers must
consider several key implications. First, there is a need to support the development of these hubs
through investments in infrastructure, requlatory frameworks, and innovation ecosystems. Such
support will ensure that these hubs continue to attract and retain firms that contribute to economic
growth and competitiveness.

Second, policies should focus on facilitating the formation of strategic partnerships within these hubs.
This could involve creating platforms for collaboration between local and international firms, providing
incentives for joint ventures, and supporting networks that connect firms with relevant stakeholders.

Third, the role of free zones within these hubs cannot be overlooked. Free zones offer a unique
regulatory environment that can significantly reduce the barriers to international trade and investment.
Policymakers should consider expanding the availability of free zones and ensuring that they are
tailored to the needs of different industries to maximize their impact on firm performance.

3.2 Challenges and Opportunities in the Evolving Global Landscape

While international hubs offer significant advantages, the interviews also reveal several challenges that
firms face when integrating into these hubs. They include navigating complex regulatory environments,
dealing with cultural differences, and managing the risks associated with rapid market changes.
Addressing these challenges requires a coordinated effort between firms and policymakers to create
supportive environments that mitigate risks and enhance the benefits of hub integration.

Furthermore, the evolving global landscape presents both challenges and opportunities for firms
operating within international hubs. As global markets become increasingly interconnected, the ability
to quickly adapt to new trends and technologies will be essential for maintaining a competitive
advantage. Policymakers should therefore prioritize the development of flexible regulatory frameworks
that allow firms to innovate and adapt in response to changing market conditions.

3.3 Conclusion

This study emphasizes the fundamental role international business hubs play in facilitating firms’
success through strategic partnerships, innovation, and global market expansion. A detailed
comparative analysis of Dubai's experience demonstrates how such hubs can act as catalysts for



economic development and firm growth. However, Dubai's success is just one example, and its model
must be viewed alongside other global hubs like Singapore, Hong Kong, and Silicon Valley, which
employ different approaches to internationalization and innovation.

The research findings highlight the importance of recognizing that hubs are not just geographic
locations. They provide advanced infrastructure, requlatory benefits, and access to networks that are
vital for firms aiming to expand globally. The presence of free zones, such as those in the UAE, further
enhances these advantages by reducing barriers to entry and creating a more conducive environment
for international trade and investment.

One key takeaway from the interviews is the importance of strategic partnerships. They provide firms
with local knowledge and synergies that enable faster and more effective market penetration.
Furthermore, firms can leverage innovation ecosystems within hubs to their advantage. Those that
prioritize innovation, particularly in digital and green technologies, are well-positioned to capitalize on
evolving global demands.

However, integration into these hubs presents a few challenges. Firms must navigate complex
regulatory frameworks, cultural differences, and the fast-paced nature of global markets to succeed.
The study indicates that policymakers should prioritize the enhancement of infrastructure, regulatory
frameworks, and the fostering of strategic collaborations to optimize the effectiveness of international
hubs.

In conclusion, while international hubs offer significant opportunities, ongoing support from both firms
and policymakers will be essential to overcoming challenges and maximizing the long-term benefits of
these centers for global economic growth and competitiveness.
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Appendix

Table AT: List of firms

. Membership . L.
Firm Description Country
type
An independent university with four Departments: Economics
Org1 Education and Finance, Business and Management, Law, and Political Italy
Science.
_ School of Business and Management dedicated to the
Org2 Education o , Italy
development of individuals and enterprises.
Org3 Office Firm operating in information technolog\/ and outsourcing services Italy
(CRM Customer Experience) at a global level.
_ Executive recruitment agency that caters to the fast-moving
Orgs Office , , o , UAE
construction & property industries in MENA region.
Org5 Office Identity design and network Italy
Firm engaged in providing professional consulting services to
Orgb Office 838 P & p' , & UAE
the Hospitality Industry.
Org7 Office Real estate agency UK
_ A fashion house that designs, produces and sells women's
Org8 Office . e Italy
clothing, specialising in coats.
Org9 Office Holding firm with a focus on Digital Transformation. Italy
Org10 Office Public bodies experienced in Immigration Services. UAE
Firm that finances conservative restorations of historical
Org11 Office works and monuments and private buildings thanks to the Italy
contribution of Sponsor Firms
Org12 Virtual Office Firm specialising in the production of veneers Italy
Firm operates in the Telco, Industry, Transport, Utilities and
_ , Public Administration sectors, designing and implementing
Org13 Virtual Office , , , ] Italy
highly innovative software solutions and robust, scalable and
secure IT infrastructures.
Orgl1é Virtual Office A digital agency that provides IT services. Indonesia
_ , Digital solution provider focused on creating effective
Org15 Virtual Office UAE
extended sales processes.
International agency, focused on delivering high value
Org16 Virtual Office consultant and management services to brands, professional Italy

clubs and football players all over the world.
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Org17

Org18

Org19

Org20

Org21
Org22

Org23

Org24

Virtual Office

Virtual Office

Virtual Office

Virtual Office

Virtual Office

Virtual Office

Virtual Office

Virtual Office

Consultant Firm aimed at the leadership of firms with a focus
on transformation processes and their impact on Human
Capital and Corporate Organisation.

A professional media production firm with hands-on
experience in artist management and Audio/Video production

Cosmetic Products Manufacturer

Firm active in the pharmaceutical field, specialized in
marketing & distribution of medicine and pharmaceutical
products.

E-Commerce services

Specializes in system conceptual design, supply, installation,
commissioning and maintenance.
Immigration Consultancy
App developer, acts as a marketplace for partners offering

discounts on their products and services, and the increase in
brand visibility

Italy

UAE

UAE

UAE

UAE
UAE

UAE

UAE

Note: the response rate was 16%. Considering the short time available for interviews due to the deadline set by ministry

research project.

Figure A1l: Word cloud
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Note: word cloud generated from the translated text of the interview, focusing on the main themes related to the research

project.
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