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Key points 
 

Past & future SME performance1: Austria´s SME sector was one of the most resilient during the recent crisis. In 2010-2015, SME 

value added increased at an average rate of 3 % annually, 16 % in total. SME employment rose more moderately, by 7 % in total, 

resulting in a net job growth of more than 122 000. All these jobs were created in services sectors, while the manufacturing sector 

lost almost 2 000 jobs. In 2013-2015, the SME expansion lost some of its momentum. However, from 2016 onwards, SME growth is 

expected to continue, with SME value added forecast to rise by 7 % and SME employment to increase by 3 % in 2015-2017. This will 

result in an estimated 55 000 additional SME jobs. The service sector will account almost exclusively for this job growth, most notably 

professional, technical and scientific services as well as tourism-related accommodation and food services. 

Implementing the Small Business Act for Europe (SBA): Austria shows an overall competitive SBA profile with above-EU-average 

performances in four SBA areas: Internationalisation, Environment, Skills & innovation and Single market. In six of the SBA areas, 

Austria´s performance has improved since 2008. Only in ‘Responsive administration’, Access to finance and Skills & innovation have 

conditions deteriorated since 2008. This is a major concern given their crucial importance for SMEs’ competitiveness. In 2015, policy 

emphasis has been on the principles of ‘Second chance’, Access to finance and Internationalisation.  

SME policy priorities: The three areas showing deterioration in performance since 2008 have to be in the policy focus. In ‘Responsive 

administration’, the steps initiated to facilitate licensing procedures need to be continued and start-up conditions, especially for 

limited liability firms, need to be eased further. In Access to finance, the measures promoting start-up financing need to be further 

reinforced. Finally, the stagnating innovation performance of SMEs needs to be subjected to a serious review.  

 

 

 

About the SBA fact sheets 
The Small Business Act for Europe (SBA) is the EU’s flagship policy initiative to support small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). It comprises a 

set of policy measures organised around 10 principles ranging from Entrepreneurship and ‘Responsive administration’ to Internationalisation. To 

improve the governance of the SBA, the 2011 review of it called for better monitoring. Published annually, the SBA fact sheets aim to improve the 

understanding of recent trends and national policies affecting SMEs. Since 2011, each EU Member State has appointed a high-ranking 

government official as its national SME envoy. SME envoys spearhead the implementation of the SBA agenda in their countries. 
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1. SMEs — basic figures 
 

 

Class size Number of enterprises Number of persons employed Value added 

  
Austria EU28 Austria EU28 Austria EU28 

Number Share Share Number Share Share Billion € Share Share 

Micro  282 634 87,4 % 92,8 %  694 428 25,4 % 29,5 % 32,5 18,7 % 21,2 % 

Small  34 627 10,7 % 6,0 %  654 749 24,0 % 20,2 % 36,3 20,9 % 18,0 % 

Medium-
sized 

 5 164 1,6 % 1,0 %  513 817 18,8 % 17,0 % 38,2 22,0 % 18,2 % 

SMEs  322 425 99,7 % 99,8 % 1 862 994 68,2 % 66,8 % 107,0 61,5 % 57,4 % 

Large  1 086 0,3 % 0,2 %  866 871 31,8 % 33,2 % 67,1 38,5 % 42,6 % 

Total  323 511 100,0 % 100,0 % 2 729 865 100,0 % 100,0 % 174,1 100,0 % 100,0 % 

These are estimates for 2015 produced by DIW Econ, based on 2008-2013 figures from the Structural Business Statistics Database 
(Eurostat). The data cover the ‘non-financial business economy’, which includes industry, construction, trade, and services (NACE Rev. 2 
sections B to J, L, M and N), but not enterprises in agriculture, forestry and fisheries and the largely non-market service sectors such as 
education and health. The advantage of using Eurostat data is that the statistics are harmonised and comparable across countries. The 
disadvantage is that for some countries the data may be different from those published by national authorities.  

 

 

SMEs play a similarly important role in the Austrian ‘non-

financial business economy’ as is average for the EU as a whole. 

They contribute a share of almost 62 % of total value added 

and 68 % of total employment, which is slightly more than the 

respective EU averages for SMEs. Annual productivity of Austrian 

SMEs, as calculated by the ratio of SME value added to SME 

employment, is approximately EUR 57 000 per person. This is 

well above the EU average of roughly EUR 43 000 per person. 

The ‘non-financial business economy’ in Austria experienced 

strong growth in 2010-2015, with SMEs playing an important 

role. During this period, SME value added increased at an 

average rate of 3 % annually, 16 % in total. SME employment 

rose more moderately, by 7 % in total.2 Growth in both value 

added and employment was similar across all size classes of 

SMEs. However, in 2013-2015, growth was more subdued, with 

stagnation in SME employment and a rise of only 3 % in SME 

value added over the two-year period.  

In the transportation and storage sector, SME value added grew 

by 30 % in 2010-2015, whereas SME employment dropped 

slightly. The majority of value added was generated by the two 

subsectors of land transport and warehousing and support 

activities for transportation. The uneven development of SME 
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value added and employment in the transportation and storage 

sector was partly due to the EU accession of the eastern 

European countries, which increased competition in the European 

transportation market. 

Therefore, despite the large number of new Austrian companies 

entering the sector, the overall total of companies increased 

relatively slowly, due to these tougher market forces reducing 

the survival rate of firms, and also as a result of frequent 

mergers and acquisitions of existing firms.3 However, the growth 

of investment in new transportation vehicles in this sector is a 

clear indicator that a long-term rise in demand is anticipated 

and therefore SME value added is likely to benefit in future.4 

Three specific factors are expected to support higher demand: 

 the eastward enlargement of the European Union has 

accelerated the Internationalisation of production and 

delivery services; 

 the European-wide boom in online shopping has created 

dynamic growth in parcel delivery services, which especially 

benefits the small commercial transport segment of the 

sector; and 

 many businesses are increasingly making the choice to 

outsource logistics services.5  

All three factors are likely to contribute to future SME value 

added growth in this sector. 

The information and communication sector has been another 

successful sector for SMEs in recent years, with 24 % growth in 

SME value added and an increase of 18 % in SME employment 

in 2010-2015. This sector benefits in particular from major 

government support. High-tech start-ups can access financial 

help through a variety of government schemes such as the 

provision of low-cost loans, subsidies and supplier guarantees.6 

The government also supports demand-side initiatives, 

specifically to encourage greater use of IT in the public sector, 

such as the introduction of national digital databases and 

electronic invoicing for government institutions, and the 

establishment of online learning platforms and other online 

resources for state-funded schools.7 All of these government 

measures have fostered demand in this sector, in particular for 

programming and consultancy services. 

The business Environment for new companies in Austria seems 

generally healthy. New registrations peaked in 2015, totalling 

39 738 new companies, a 7 % increase compared to the 

previous year. However, in contrast to this overall positive trend, 

registrations of limited liability companies fell from 4 235 to 

3 819, a drop of 10 %.8 Nevertheless, the impact on the overall 

total of new companies was minimal, as the vast majority of 

new registrations — 86 % in 2015 and a similar percentage in 

previous years — tend to be made by sole proprietors.   

Data on de-registrations and active companies are only available 

up until 2013. Moreover, the totals are calculated differently 

from those of new registrations.9 Nonetheless, the figures show 

that de-registrations increased by 5 % in 2012-2013, compared 

with 9 % in 2011-2012. In terms of active companies, the total 

increased from 2012 to 2013 by one percentage point. This 

weak growth is a reflection of the consistent slowdown in active 

companies since 2007-2008, when annual growth was still at 

5 %.10 

From 2016 onwards, SME growth is expected to continue, with 

SME value added forecast to rise by 7 %, and SME employment 

to increase by 3 % in 2015-2017. This will result in an 

estimated 55 000 additional SME jobs. 
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2. SBA profile11 

 

Austria retains its strong SBA profile. As in the previous year, 

there are four principle areas — Single market, skills & 

innovation, Environment and Internationalisation – in which it 

outperforms the EU average. In the remaining areas, it scores on 

a par with the EU average. There have been only minor shifts as 

compared to last year.  

Since 2008, Austria has improved its performance in six of the 

nine SBA principle areas for which sufficient statistical indicators 

were available for a quantitative analysis . In five of these, this 

improvement occurred at a faster pace than in the EU. However, 

there were three areas (‘Responsive administration’, Access to 

finance and skills & innovation) where the conditions are worse 

as compared to 2008, when the SBA was initiated. Even though 

the deterioration is in all three cases on a rather small scale, this 

should be a reason for concern; first, because in all three areas 

Austria has initiated a host of measures which were, apparently, 

only partially effective, and secondly, all three areas are crucial 

for the competitiveness of Austria´s SMEs. Hence, more efforts 

are needed to ensure that Austria will keep its competitive edge 

also in the future. 

Since 2008, Austria has demonstrated a strong performance 

towards implementing the SBA. Policy efforts have focused 

particularly on Entrepreneurship and Access to finance. 

During 2015 and the first quarter of 2016, which is the 

reference period for the 2016 SBA fact sheet, Austria has 

implemented 22 policy measures addressing all 10 policy areas 

under the SBA. Overall, stakeholders acknowledge that the 

progress in implementing the SBA has been substantial. The 

most important progress in 2015 was in the fields of ‘second 

chance’, Access to finance and Internationalisation. Also under 

Entrepreneurship, a number of measures have been introduced 

to promote start-ups and to nurture an Entrepreneurship culture 

in the country by developing Entrepreneurship education 

programmes. 

In the area of Access to finance, the most relevant measure 

implemented was the alternative financing law, which regulates 

crowdfunding platforms and projects. With respect to ‘second 

chance’, the New Companies Promotion Act (Neugründungs-

Förderungsgesetz) was adopted, which among other provisions, 

reduces the waiting period after failure for a new 

entrepreneurial activity from 15 to five years. Under the 

Internationalisation principle, the Beyond Europe initiative and 

the Global Incubator Network (GIN) support Austrian companies, 

start-ups and research collaborations abroad. Under 

Entrepreneurship, five significant measures were implemented, 

including the flagship ‘Strategy: land of start-ups’ initiative, 

which aims to implement the government’s vision to turn Austria 

into the ‘no. 1 start-up-state’. 

Concerning Environment, efforts should be made to improve the 

attractiveness of Environmental measures for SMEs. Some 

progress has been made with the adoption of two measures in 

this area (Directive–Energy Efficiency Monitoring Body and 

‘start:e’) that aim, respectively, to establish a clearer framework 

for the incentives related to energy efficiency and to develop 

e-mobility solutions. 

Overall, Austria maintains its SBA strategic focus on promoting 

Entrepreneurship and on improving Access to finance, as well as 

in other SBA areas. The coordinating body for the 

implementation of the SBA in Austria is the Federal Ministry of 

Science, Research and Economy. The SBA implementation also 

involves other Ministries, such as the Federal Ministry of Finance 

and the Federal Ministry of Justice. The Austrian Economic 

Chambers are important actors in SBA implementation in the 

country. The SME envoy is in charge of coordinating the work of 

stakeholders (ministries, chambers of commerce) at a political 

level. 

 

 

  



 

2016 SBA Fact Sheet — Austria   5 

SBA performance of Austria: state of play and development from 2008 to 201612 
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3. SBA principles13 
3.0 ‘Think Small First’ 
The ‘Think Small First’ principle is intended as a guiding principle 

for all policy- and law-making activities. It requires 

policy-makers to take SME interests into account at the early 

stages of the policy-making process. The principle also calls for 

newly designed legislation, administrative rules and procedures 

to be made simple and easy to apply. 

Overall, Austria performs well under this SBA principle and has 

implemented its main tenets, such as the SME test, regulatory 

impact assessment (RIA), competitiveness assessments and 

stakeholder consultations. Moreover, additional progress was 

achieved in the ‘Think Small First’ policy area in 2015. SME 

policy in Austria continued to focus on releasing smaller SMEs 

from administrative burden and unreasonable expenses. 

A comprehensive system of performance-based budgeting and 

RIA was implemented in 2013. An evaluation report on the new 

budgeting system at the federal level was completed14 and 

presented to the parliament in June 2015.15 Detailed statistic 

data of the evaluation are publicly available.16 The outcome is 

discussed in Parliament. The federal government aims to extend 

the new budgeting rules to the entire general government sector. 

During the reference period two measures were adopted: 

- the Accounting Act Amendment (Rechnungslegungs-

Änderungsgesetz-Novelle) is in place, fulfilling the 

commitment taken by the government in 2014 to transpose 

the EU Accounting Directive (2013/34/EU) in the Accounting 

Act. The set of measures implemented at the end of 2015 

brought facilitations to small SMEs, as reporting obligations 

were reduced and further simplifications for micro entities 

were introduced. In turn, reporting obligations for big SMEs 

were extended; and 

- a dialogue on reforms for administrative simplification was 

started in 2015, promoting discussion and generating 

administrative simplifications for SMEs. Via the ‘digital 

Austria’ platform, entrepreneurs and citizens are involved in 

discussions with public officials. The final report, following 

the discussion, has been presented to the Task-reform and 

De-regulation-Commission, setting out 24 agreed concrete 

measures. This initiative is seen as a promising starting point 

for action, although the agreed measures have to be 

implemented step by step in the coming months and years. 
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3.1 Entrepreneurship 

 

Austria performs on a par with the EU average in this SBA area. 

There is no change as compared to last year. However, since 

2008, Austria´s performance has improved faster than that of 

the EU as a whole in this domain. As already mentioned in 

section 1, Austria has seen an increase in start-ups in recent 

years. This is also reflected in an increasing business ownership 

rate, which has risen from 7.6 % to 10.6 % since 2012. Also, the 

indicators related to early-stage entrepreneurial activity 

underline Austria´s good performance in this area. Regarding the 

more forward-looking and speculative idea of Entrepreneurship 

as a desirable career choice, however, Austria trails the EU 

average. This is, however, typical for countries with a 

comparatively vibrant economy. Many would-be entrepreneurs 

are deterred from the risks of starting their own business by the 

abundant opportunities of attractive jobs in existing firms. An 

important means of motivating (especially young) people to aim 

for their own business, even in light of attractive job alternatives, 

is education. Austria scores relatively well in this regard, 

especially with regard to the integration of Entrepreneurship in 

the curricula of post-secondary learning institutions. There is, 

though, still room for improvement as concerns primary 

education.  

The progress in entrepreneurial activity was accompanied by 

sustained policy efforts. Since 2008, several measures have 

been introduced, adopted, prolonged and have now started to 

show impact. Entrepreneurship is well developed, with strong 

entrepreneurial activity taking place. Policy-wise, initiatives such 

as the Phoenix Award promoting technology transfer, the u:start 

Business Plan Award supporting university graduates and the 

Online guide for SME valuation (Ratgeber KMU 

Unternehmenswert) are some examples of the activities carried 

out in the country. 

To support entrepreneurial activity among the unemployed, the 

Public Employment Service Austria offers an ambitious 

programme of start-up support to reduce unemployment by 

supporting unemployed persons entering successful and 

sustainable self-employed entrepreneurship. As of 2016, 75 % 

of the 72 000 starters since the beginning of the programme in 

1998 were still in business after the first three years. One issue 

in the area of Entrepreneurship which requires more attention 

are the existing gaps in training for entrepreneurship teachers 

especially in primary schools. 

-2.0 -1.5 -1.0 -0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0

Entrepreneurship education at post-secondary levels (1-5); 2014; Austria:
3.02; EU avg: 2.78

Entrepreneurship education at basic school (1-5) ; 2014; Austria: 1.66; EU
avg: 2.09

High status given to successful entrepreneurship (%); 2012; Austria: 76; EU
avg: 66.6

Entrepreneurship as a desirable career choice (%); 2012; Austria: 46; EU
avg: 56.9

Degree to which school education helped develop an entrepreneurial
attitude; 2012; Austria: 53; EU avg: 50

Entrepreneurial intentions (percentage of adults who intend to start a
business within 3 years); 2014; Austria: 8.15; EU avg: 12.1

Opportunity-driven entrepreneurial activity (%); 2014; Austria: 37.37; EU
avg: 47.9

Established business ownership rate (%); 2014; Austria: 9.86; EU avg: 6.7

Early stage entrepreneurial activity for female population (%); 2014; Austria:
7.06; EU avg: 5.45

Early stage entrepreneurial activity (%); 2014; Austria: 8.71; EU avg: 7.8

Note: Data bars pointing right show better performance than the EU average and data bars pointing left show weaker performance. 

Variation from the EU average 
(measured in standard deviations, EU average=0) 
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considered as valuable know-how, while in Austria this does not 

apply, since entrepreneurs who have failed once are often 

excluded from the active economy, even though the Austrian 

insolvency law does not set any barriers for entrepreneurs. 

Since 2008, specific measures and awareness-building activities 

have been implemented to deal with this cultural obstacle and 

have started to show some effects. For instance, failure can no 

longer be used as a justification for rejecting entrepreneurs’ 

applications for funding from the Austrian federal promotional 

bank. 

Further to this development, an additional measure implemented 

during the reference period allows for easier access to the New 

Companies Promotion Act (Neugründungs-Förderungsgesetz) by 

significantly reducing the vesting period after failure for a new 

entrepreneurial activity from 15 to five years. The law provides 

for partial relief from the payment of non-wage labour costs for 

the first three years for a maximum of 12 months for start-ups 

fulfilling specific requirements. 

3.3 ‘Responsive administration’ 

 

‘Responsive administration’ means public administration being 

responsive to the needs of SMEs. In this area, Austria managed 

to improve its performance as compared to last year. It now 

performs in line with the EU average. Start-up conditions have 

improved slightly since last year. The number of days it takes to 

start a business fell from 10 to eight while the required paid-in 

-2.0 -1.5 -1.0 -0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0

Competency and effectiveness of government staff in supporting new and
growing firms (1-5); 2014; Austria: 3.39; EU avg: 2.7

Burden of government regulations (1=burdensome, 7=not burdensome); 2015;
Austria: 3.44; EU avg: 3.24

Start-up procedures (number); 2016; Austria: 8; EU avg: 4.93

Licenses and permit systems (1=lowest level of complexity, 26=highest level of
complexity); 2011; Austria: 22; EU avg: 15.77

SMEs interacting online with public authorities (%); 2013; Austria: 92.27; EU
avg: 87.85

The complexity of administrative procedures is a problem for doing business
(percentage of respondents who agree); 2015; Austria: 54; EU avg: 62

Fast-changing legislation and policies are a problem for doing business
(percentage of respondents who agree); 2015; Austria: 63; EU avg: 64

Cost of enforcing contracts (percentage of claim); 2016; Austria: 18.2; EU avg:
21.88

Time it takes to pay taxes (hours per year); 2016; Austria: 166; EU avg: 185.55

Number of tax payments per year; 2016; Austria: 12; EU avg: 10.89

Cost required to transfer property (percentage of property value); 2016; Austria:
4.6; EU avg: 4.46

Time required to transfer property (in calendar days); 2016; Austria: 20.5; EU
avg: 23.04

Paid-in minimum capital (percentage of income per capita); 2016; Austria: 13.1;
EU avg: 10.66

Cost of starting a business (in euros); 2015; Austria: 305; EU avg: 315.74

Time to start a business (in calendar days); 2015; Austria: 8; EU avg: 3.35

Note: Data bars pointing right show better performance than the EU average and data bars pointing left show weaker performance. 

Variation from the EU average 
(measured in standard deviations, EU average=0) 
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minimum capital was reduced from 13.6 % to 13.1 %. The 

average length of start-up times still exceeds the SBA 

recommended limit of three days by a considerable margin. 

There are also more administrative procedures needed to start 

up a business than in the EU on average. However, it should be 

noted that all this information refers to limited liability 

companies only. Sole proprietorships, the most common form of 

newly formed businesses, can be launched in 15 minutes. 

Together with the comparatively complex licensing and permit 

system, these form the biggest liabilities in Austria´s profile in 

this domain.  

The general administrative framework has not improved as 

compared to the previous year. To the contrary, the proportion of 

SMEs complaining about fast-changing legislation and policies 

being a problem has increased from 54 % to 63 %. At the same 

time, the proportion of SMEs stating the complexity of 

administrative procedures as a problem has also gone up from 

51 % to 54 %. The main cause for the overall score of this SBA 

principle improving as compared to the previous year was the 

addition of a new indicator. On the competency and 

effectiveness of government staff, Austria scores well above the 

EU average. Despite the uptick in performance over the past 12 

months, Austria´s performance has not substantially improved 

since the introduction of the SBA in 2008. 

This lack of performance improvement is not a result of policy 

inaction. To the contrary, Austria has been very active in 

reforming policies in this domain. This includes many measures 

with a strategic and long-term character, such as the new Trade 

Register facilitating research on corporate data and the ‘Ltd. 

Company Light’. 

The measures adopted during the reference period represent a 

steady effort to improve the conditions for SMEs and reduce 

their administrative burdens, as described below: 

- with the enlargement of licence exemption (Erweiterung der 

Genehmigungsfreistellung), a higher number of 

start-ups/SMEs are exempted from permit requirements for 

their business installations. Small retail enterprises are 

exempted from commercial permit processes. Thus, 

start-ups are able to set up their business more rapidly, and 

existing SMEs obtain legal certainty for their infrastructures 

as their permits are granted with less effort. This is 

important, in particular in light of the aforementioned 

complex licensing regime; and 

- the adoption of the amendment to the Obligation to 

Register Law (Novelle des Meldepflicht-Änderungsgesetzes) 

significantly facilitates the initial registration of employees. 

All wage data have to be reported to the social insurance on 

a monthly basis instead of yearly. The abolition of the 

marginal wages threshold on a daily basis reduces the 

administrative burden and facilitates additional income 

opportunities for retired and unemployed people. It also has 

the effect of halving default interest of the social insurance. 

Thus, the total relief for Austrian SMEs is estimated at 

EUR 44 million per year. 

 

3.4 State aid & public procurement 

 

Austria is performing on a par with the EU average on this SBA 

principle. As compared to the previous year, there has been little 

change. Since 2008, however, Austria´s performance has 

improved significantly, much more so than that of the EU in 

general. One driver behind this development was the progress in 

e-tendering. Despite the absence of a central e-portal for all 

tenders, the proportion of SMEs submitting proposals in a public 

electronic tender system has increased steadily since 2011. 

On the policy side, Austria progressed moderately in the area of 

State aid & public procurement. Since 2008, measures such as 

the Strategic Guiding Concept for Innovation Supporting Tenders, 

the SME Strategy of the Federal Procurement Agency and other 

measures and funding schemes have been developed to address 

special needs of SMEs. 

-2.0 -1.5 -1.0 -0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0

Percentage of businesses submitting proposals in a public electronic tender
system (e-procurement) (%); 2013; Austria: 15.15; EU avg: 12.85

Average delay in payments from public authorities (in days); 2015; Austria:
7; EU avg: 12.58

Percentage of businesses participating in public tenders (%); 2015; Austria:
36; EU avg: 37

Percentage SMEs account for in the total value of public contracts awarded
(%); 2013; Austria: 30; EU avg: 29

Note: Data bars pointing right show better performance than the EU average and data bars pointing left show weaker performance. 

Variation from the EU average 
(measured in standard deviations, EU average=0) 



 

2016 SBA Fact Sheet — Austria   11 

After a phase of subdued policy activity in this field, two 

measures have been implemented during 2015 and the first 

quarter of 2016: 

- the new SME Package by the Austrian Research Promotion 

Agency (FFG) combines five existing measures to support 

innovation through public tenders (Innovation Voucher, 

Feasibility, Projekt.Start, General Programme-Individual 

Project and Markt.Start). Thanks to the new arrangement, 

the measures are more easily accessible and have been 

improved from an organisational perspective; and 

- the amendment of the Federal Procurement Act 

(Bundesvergabegesetz-Novelle 2015) introduced simplified 

procedural provisions, especially for SMEs. The division of 

large contracts into lots makes it easier for SMEs to 

participate in public procurement. A mandatory best bidder 

principle is also implemented for a number of areas. 

Despite this comprehensive set of actions in recent years, 

there is still room for improvement. The publication rate is 

low and has to be increased. Also, there is a need to 

improve the review processes, especially with a view to 

reducing their lengths. 

 

3.5 Access to finance 

As was the case in the previous year, Austria remains below the 

EU average in this SBA domain. Compared to other Member 

States, SME financing conditions are not a major issue, but 

specific problems remain to be addressed. There is no general 

problem regarding access to loan financing, as the proportion of 

SMEs reporting an unwillingness of banks to provide loans fell 

from almost 24.9 % to 14.9 %. This being said, the supply of 

loans also declined, especially for small-scale financing. The 

proportion of SMEs reporting a deterioration in accessing public 

guarantee funds dropped from almost 29 % to 21.5 %, and the 

relative costs of small loans as compared to those of 

EUR 1 million have shrunk during that period from 25 % to 

21 %. However, this might be an effect of further reduced 

demand, as some SMEs have reverted to other means of finance 

because of limited chances of success in the past. 

It is in venture capital financing where more severe problems 

persist, despite comprehensive policy action in recent years. 

There has been little improvement as compared to last year on 

any of the indicators. The same holds for the longer period since 

2008. In particular when it comes to the availability of equity for 

new and growing firms and to business angel funding, Austria 

still trails the EU average. The lack of equity capital also relates 

to the relative unattractiveness of IPOs and problems caused, 
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communication sectors seem to have obstacles in market 

access, as indicated by current business statistics for the service 

sector.17 

The trading performance of Austrian SMEs within the Single 

market has stagnated, albeit at a very high level. In terms of 

both SMEs exporting to and importing from the Single market, 

Austria features in the top group of EU Member States. However, 

the proportions have, if anything slid in recent years. There is 

only one exception. Austrian SMEs have harnessed the 

opportunities offered by the new ICT technologies for their 

exporting in recent years. The proportion of Austrian SMEs 

exporting online expanded from 4.5 % in 2009 to 10.5 % in 

2015. 

Apart from the focus on implementing Single market legislation, 

progress in policy implementation was limited. Actions are 

characterised by their long-term nature and the number of 

initiatives and interventions could be more significant. Measures 

have been concentrated on releasing SMEs from burdens of 

standardisation processes and, at the same time, SMEs’ 

involvement in the same processes has been facilitated, 

ensuring that board composition, feedback loops and input from 

SMEs in standards development projects are more effective. 

During the reporting period, only one significant measure was 

launched, namely the 2016 Standards Law (Normwesen-Gesetz 

2016). This abolishes fees for participating in standardisation 

committees, so that SMEs are released from the costs of 

contributing to their work. 

Overall, the SBA agenda is comprehensively addressed. 

 

3.7 Skills & innovation 

 

Austria performs well above the EU average in this SBA area. It 

is part of the EU frontrunner group. There has been little change 

as compared to last year. Austria´s profile as regards Skills & 

innovation shows no fundamental weaknesses. In the majority of 

indicators, be they related to SMEs’ innovative capacities, 

training activities or ICT proficiency, Austria scores well above 
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National R&D available to SMEs (1-5); 2014; Austria: 2.82; EU avg: 2.48

Percentage of enterprises providing ICT skills training to their employees;
2015; Austria: 31.76; EU avg: 20.08

Percentage of persons employed that have ICT specialist skills; 2015;
Austria: 22.04; EU avg: 19.95

Percentage of all enterprises that train their employees; 2010; Austria: 87;
EU avg: 66

Turnover from e-commerce; 2015; Austria: 8.05; EU avg: 9.4

Percentage of SMEs purchasing online; 2015; Austria: 31.33; EU avg:
22.55

Percentage of SMEs selling online; 2015; Austria: 13.84; EU avg: 16.16

Sales of new-to-market and new-to-firm innovations (percentage of
turnover); 2012; Austria: 9.85; EU avg: 12.4

Percentage of innovative SMEs collaborating with others; 2012; Austria:
15.25; EU avg: 10.32

Percentage of SMEs innovating in-house; 2012; Austria: 31.81; EU avg:
28.68

Percentage of SMEs introducing marketing or organisational innovations ;
2012; Austria: 44.71; EU avg: 36.19

Percentage of SMEs introducing product or process innovations; 2012;
Austria: 35.69; EU avg: 30.6

Note: Data bars pointing right show better performance than the EU average and data bars pointing left show weaker performance. 

Variation from the EU average 
(measured in standard deviations, EU average=0) 
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the EU average. A concern is the stagnating trend over recent 

years. Austria has not expanded the innovative capacity of its 

SMEs since 2008. 

The situation is somewhat better as regards the take-up of ICT. 

The proportion of Austrian SMEs selling and purchasing online 

has expanded in recent years. The same is true for the 

proportion of SMEs which have provided training to their staff in 

ICT skills. The share of SMEs´ turnover generated from 

e-commerce in total commerce as well as the proportion of ITC 

specialists in the SME labour force has remained largely 

unchanged over the past 10 years. Hence, there is also room for 

improvement in this domain. 

Austria has tried to promote the innovative capabilities of its 

SMEs with a wide range of measures with the explicit ambition 

of becoming an ‘innovation leader’. Since 2008, a set of funding 

and supporting measures have been implemented in the Skills & 

innovation area. For instance, the voucher for creative activities 

(Kreativwirtschaftsschecks) was introduced to facilitate the 

exploitation of public research institutions’ knowledge and to 

foster innovation in the country. Other measures, such as the 

National Competencies Report and funding schemes, have also 

been implemented in recent years. 

During the reference period, both strategic and operational 

measures have been launched: 

- the Open Innovation Initiative was launched in mid-2015 by 

the Austrian federal administration and the Austrian Council 

for Research and Technology Development (RFTE), as a 

national dialogue on ways to boost the development and 

implementation of innovation strategies with the 

involvement of a broad base of stakeholders. A stakeholder 

workshop was launched in 2015 to collect the insights, 

needs and wishes of Austrian society across a number of 

areas (science and research, economy, social innovation, 

administration). The main topics discussed were related to 

encouraging creativity during the school years and beyond, 

reducing the fear of experimenting, solving issues 

associated with IPR and finding appropriate ways to 

compensate user participation and crowdsourcing. The plan 

is to finalise and launch the strategy by mid-2016. The 

strategy will be made up of concrete measures: grants, 

incentives, regulations; 

- the Foundation Law (Bundes-Stiftungs- und Fondsgesetz 

2015) introduces tax incentives for private investors for 

funding to non-profit science and research bodies. The 

objective is to encourage more players to provide financial 

resources and capital for research, science and culture. 

Research investment at national level is expected to 

increase by a total of EUR 100 million in the next five years; 

and 

- the AWS Industry 4.0 measure (aws Industrie 4.0) by the 

Federal Ministry of Science, Research and Economy provides 

grants for projects in the area of innovative manufacturing 

processes. The measure supports, inter alia, horizontal 

integration over the value creation process, data-

integration, vertical integration and connection of 

production systems. 

Overall, the SBA agenda is comprehensively addressed. 

  

3.8 Environment 

 

Austria performs above the EU average in this area. The updated 

data for 2015 helped Austria to consolidate its performance as 

one of the EU´s best performers. While for most indicators 

Austria saw a modest fall, this drop was less accentuated than 

in most other Member States. During the financial crisis, many 

governments trimmed support measures for resource-efficiency 
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Percentage of SMEs that have benefited from public support measures for
their production of green products; 2015; Austria: 28; EU avg: 23

Percentage of SMEs with a turnover share of more than 50% generated by
green products or services; 2015; Austria: 28; EU avg: 18

Percentage of SMEs that offer green products or services; 2015; Austria:
43; EU avg: 26

Percentage of SMEs that have benefited from public support measures for
their resource-efficiency actions; 2015; Austria: 40; EU avg: 30

Percentage of SMEs that have taken resource-efficiency measures; 2015;
Austria: 91; EU avg: 95

Note: Data bars pointing right show better performance than the EU average and data bars pointing left show weaker performance. 

Variation from the EU average 
(measured in standard deviations, EU average=0) 
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and green production in SMEs. Also, many SMEs felt under 

pressure to review cost structure. As a result, the proportion of 

SMEs undertaking resource-efficiency investments and 

investments in green products fell. Austrian SMEs were not 

spared from this process but held up much better than most of 

their peers in the EU. Most notably, the proportion of SMEs 

engaged in producing green products remained stable at 43 %. 

Only Luxembourg surpasses Austria in this respect. 

This performance is partly due to the significant policy initiatives 

undertaken in this field, including different funding schemes and 

fiscal incentives to support the development of energy efficiency 

solutions and the creation of new green products. Policy 

initiatives undertaken in recent years have been quite effective 

and are in line with the SBA recommendations, even though 

further attention and more targeted measures on the 

Environmental protection and sustainable utilisation of natural 

resources should be pursued also in the future.   

During 2015 and the first quarter of 2016, two measures have 

been adopted: 

- the Energy Efficiency Monitoring Body Directive 

(Energieeffzienz-Richtlinienverordnung) establishes that 

energy suppliers must report their annual efficiency 

measures by 14 February of the following year. The 

monitoring body has a period in which it can review the 

correctness of the reported measures and delete any invalid 

ones. The regulatory initiative allows energy providers to 

obtain increased legal and planning safety and certainty for 

the eligibility of energy efficiency measures applied. Energy 

suppliers are permitted a three-month transition period to 

address any gap caused by a measure being found invalid by 

the monitoring body; and 

- The ‘start:e’ e-mobility start-up challenge was implemented 

by the Federal Ministry for Transport, Innovation and 

Technology, in cooperation with the Climate and Energy 

Fund, through a call opened during the second half of 2015. 

It provides incentives for concepts, innovative ideas and 

start-ups in the field of infrastructure solutions and 

utilisation systems for e-mobility. From a total of 27 

projects, an independent jury has selected the best three 

projects to receive a six-month training programme and 

prizes of between EUR 5 000 and EUR 15 000. 

Overall, the SBA agenda is comprehensively addressed. 

3.9 Internationalisation 

 

Austria performs above the EU average in this domain. After a 

dip last year, Austria features again among the EU´s top 

performing Member States. A comparison with last year´s 

findings is made difficult by the methodological changes 

associated with an important number of indicators in this 

segment. The World Bank, as the original source of the indicators 

measuring the administrative costs and times related to exports 

to and imports from non-EU countries, has altered their 

definition. Given that these changes were done in the spirit of 

reducing a previously existing bias against landlocked countries, 

Austria was among the countries which benefited from the 

adjustment. In particular as regards the administrative costs for 

exporting and importing, its relative position vis-a-vis other 

Member States has improved. 

The trading performance of Austrian SMEs, both on the export as 

well as on the import side, remains well above the EU average. It 

has stayed at this level effectively unchanged since 2008. 

Combined with the strong intra-EU trading performance as 
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Cost to import for documentary compliance (in USD); 2016; Austria: 0; EU
avg: 6.61

Time to import for documentary compliance (in hours); 2016; Austria: 1; EU
avg: 1.07

Cost to export for documentary compliance (in USD); 2016; Austria: 0; EU
avg: 16.43

Time to export for documentary compliance (in hours); 2016; Austria: 1; EU
avg: 1.39

SMEs with extra-EU imports of goods (percentage of SMEs in industry);
2013; Austria: 15.81; EU avg: 11.08

SMEs with extra-EU exports of goods (percentage of SMEs in industry);
2013; Austria: 15.25; EU avg: 9.95

Note: Data bars pointing right show better performance than the EU average and data bars pointing left show weaker performance. 

Variation from the EU average 
(measured in standard deviations, EU average=0) 
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detailed in section 3.6, this is proof of the enduring competitive 

strength of Austria´s SMEs. 

Policy-wise since 2008, Austria has made substantial progress. 

Weaknesses of its foreign-trade activities have been addressed 

by appropriate measures. Measures such as the 

Internationalisation Offensive, an initiative that supports exports 

and foreign investment, or tec4 market, a measure fostering the 

Internationalisation of technology firms, were implemented and 

are now showing impact.  

Significant activity has been observed during 2015 and the first 

quarter of 2016, as described below: 

- the Global Incubator Network (GIN) is a new platform to 

enhance the financial and economic infrastructure for 

start-ups, investors and start-up agencies in Austria. The 

GIN provides international expertise and networking for 

Austrian start-ups that want to go global and enter 

international markets, but it also offers support schemes 

for international start-ups and investors to enter the 

Austrian and European market or to find interesting 

investment opportunities. The measure is implemented in 

coordination between the Federal Ministry of Science, 

Research and Economy, the FFG and the Austrian federal 

promotional bank, and the available financial resources are 

EUR 4 000 000; and 

- the Beyond Europe initiative, launched by the Federal 

Ministry of Science, Research and Economy in cooperation 

with the FFG, supports Austrian companies, research and 

university institutes, and other organisations, in creating 

and extending international R&D collaboration. A number of 

partners cooperate in R&D projects to achieve jointly set 

targets. Projects are funded with amounts ranging from 

EUR 100 000 to EUR 500 000 over a maximum period of 

three years. The overall available budget is EUR 4 600 000. 

Overall, the SBA agenda is comprehensively addressed. 

 



https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXV/ME/ME_00116/index.shtml
https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXV/ME/ME_00116/imfname_398663.pdf





