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ABSTRACT

Small and medium-sized firms (SMEs) constitute the foundation of global commerce,
representing over 90% of businesses and up to 60% of employment in low- and middle-
income economies. This article examines the structural, institutional, and political obstacles
that sustain this exclusion, especially within the framework of disjointed regulatory
landscapes, substantial compliance burdens, and inequitable financial systems. The study is
based on the Political-Transactional Finance Access Model (PTFAM) and incorporates an
interdisciplinary combination of Institutional Voids Theory, Financial Intermediation Theory,
and the Resource-Based View of the firm. Employing a mixed-methods research
methodology, we conducted a survey of 483 SMEs across six nations like Nigeria, Kenya,
India, Vietnam, Colombia, and Poland, augmented by 27 comprehensive interviews with
banking authorities, fintech CEOs, and trade ministry representatives. Structural Equation
Modelling (SEM-PLS) indicated that institutional inefficiencies exerted a statistically
significant adverse impact on SME access to trade finance (f = —0.381, p < 0.001), but
fintech adoption was identified as a pivotal moderating variable (f = 0.217). Policy synergy,
assessed through cross-agency coherence, exhibited a significant positive connection with
financial accessibility (f = 0.303), and the model displayed substantial explanatory power
(Rz = 0.497, GOF = 0.531). This study enhances trade finance research by framing SME
exclusion because of political economy and institutional structure. The results provide
practical insights for banks, development finance institutions, and policymakers by
demonstrating how strategic fintech adoption and collaborative policy alignment can address
structural deficiencies. The study enhances post-pandemic economic resilience, financial
equity, and inclusive globalisation by converting small enterprises from informal entities into
players in the global value chain.

Keywords: Trade Finance Access, Institutional Gaps, Fintech Advancement, Policy
Integration,
Political Economy of Finance, Financial Inclusion for SMEs

1.0 Introduction

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the essential foundation of national
economies and international trade. SMEs constitute over 90% of all enterprises and account
for more than 60% of worldwide employment, recognised as catalysts for innovation,
industrial diversification, and inclusive growth (World Bank, 2019). Nonetheless, despite
their structural significance, SMEs continue to face significant obstacles in obtaining
international trade finance, a vital financial mechanism that allows enterprises to engage in
and compete within global markets. The Asian Development Bank (ADB, 2023) reports that
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the worldwide trade finance gap ranges from $2.5 trillion to $3 trillion, with SMEs obtaining
less than 20% of the overall global trade financing, although generating over 40% of global
exports in emerging nations (Jayaweera, Bhaumik, & Liyanage, 2024). Adua, (2023) asserted
that this exclusion signifies not merely an economic inefficiency but also reflects profound
political, institutional, and structural flaws inside the global banking system. The COVID-19
epidemic, together with persistent geopolitical tensions, sanctions, and digital fragmentation,
has intensified these disparities. As global supply networks adjust and governments advocate
for post-pandemic economic recovery, SMEs in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs)
find themselves in a conundrum. They are crucial for home recovery and export
diversification yet are concurrently barred from the financial instruments vital for
internationalisation. Large multinationals depend on established correspondent banking ties,
export credit agencies, and sovereign guarantees, but SMEs frequently face challenges due to
institutional voids, legislative ambiguity, elevated perceived credit risk, and hurdles to
technological access (Massoc, 2020). These circumstances render SMEs incapable of
supplying trade documents, fulfilling Know Your Customer (KYC) or Anti-Money
Laundering (AML) obligations, or earning the confidence of risk-averse financial institutions.

This study aims to elucidate this contradiction by examining the politics and practices
surrounding trade credit accessibility for SMEs in six strategically chosen rising economies:
Nigeria, Kenya, India, Vietnam, Colombia, and Poland. These nations were selected for their
regional variety and their common challenges of fragmented trade infrastructure, emerging
fintech ecosystems, and inadequate SME finance regulations (Hauser, 2021). This research
examines the institutional framework and technological facilitators influencing trade finance
inclusion, so connecting empirical evidence with theoretical insights and providing a detailed
understanding of the dynamics of financial exclusion. The primary aim of the study is to
develop and validate an innovative theoretical framework, the Political-Transactional Finance
Access Model (PTFAM) - which acknowledges that SME trade finance is not solely a
transactional process influenced by risk and return, but rather a politically negotiated domain
where power imbalances, regulatory discrepancies, and technological disparities intersect
(Sohail et al., 2020). The existing literature has thoroughly investigated SME credit access
domestically; however, limited research integrates the global trade finance framework,
specifically regarding the impact of lobbying, elite banking cartels, multilateral trade
regulations, and digital innovation on SME inclusion or exclusion (UNCTAD, 2023; IMF
Working Papers, 2022).

This paper is designed as a comprehensive investigation into the institutional, technological,
and political underpinnings of SME access to trade finance in fragmented global markets.
The primary aim is to analyse how the political economy of global and national trade
financing systems influences inclusion and exclusion dynamics for small and medium-sized
firms. This paper examines the power dynamics within banking institutions, trade ministries,
and global financial governance, highlighting how entrenched interests, elite capture, and
opaque decision-making processes lead to structural exclusion (Velut, Siles-Brigge&
Dalingwater, 2021). The study seeks to empirically evaluate the institutional, technological,
and regulatory factors that influence SME access to cross-border finance, emphasising
compliance burdens, documentation requirements, and perceived creditworthiness in six
emerging economies: Nigeria, Kenya, India, Vietnam, Colombia, and Poland. The study
acknowledges that exclusion is not solely financial but systemic, and further examines how
fintech innovations such as blockchain-based documentation, algorithmic credit scoring, and
Al-enhanced Know Your Customer (KYC) systems can alleviate these challenges and bolster
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trust in SME transactions (Fouejieu et al., 2020). This text examines the strategic significance
of policy coherence and institutional synergy characterized as the intentional coordination of
trade ministries, central banks, fintech regulators, and export councils, in facilitating inclusive
trade finance systems and incorporating SMEs into global value chains (Damane & Ho,
2024).

The study is centred on three research topics that examine the connection between structural
power and financial access. Initially, Danladi et al., (2023) enquires and asserted how
political and institutional dynamics shape the trade financing landscape and sustain the
exclusion of SMEs. Secondly, it investigates whether technology interventions, especially
those propelled by fintech ecosystems, act as mediators that diminish compliance friction and
institutional opacity. Third, it evaluates the impact of inter-agency policy alignment, or its
absence, on the participation of SMEs in cross-border trade financing ecosystems (Calabrese,
Girardone & Sclip, 2020). The paper provides three hypotheses to objectively validate these
links. Hi asserts that political capture and elite banking frameworks substantially diminish
SME access by entrenching exclusionary lending practices and undermining transparency. H»
posits that fintech technologies, particularly digital trading platforms and blockchain-based
verification, favourably influence the relationship between institutional vacancies and SME
inclusion. Hz posits that regulatory harmonisation between trade and finance institutions,
especially via interoperable digital frameworks, enhances SME engagement in global markets
(Beltrame et al., 2022). These enquiries establish the empirical and theoretical basis for the
proposed Political-Transactional Finance Access Model (PTFAM), which aims to
reconceptualise trade finance as not merely a transactional obstacle but as a significant
political and institutional challenge necessitating multi-stakeholder innovation and reform
(Westermeier, 2020).

2.0 Literature Review

The global trade finance ecosystem is increasingly marked by exclusionary structures, with a
significant financing deficit estimated between $2.5 trillion and $3 trillion annually,
according to the Asian Development Bank (ADB, 2023), World Trade Organisation (WTO,
2022), and International Chamber of Commerce (ICC, 2023). This gap surpasses regional and
sectoral limits; however, its effects are particularly pronounced for small and medium-sized
firms (SMEs), the economic foundation of both developed and developing economies.
Although comprising over 90% of all enterprises worldwide and representing more than half
of global employment, SMEs obtain less than 20% of available trade finance resources,
highlighting a contradiction of prominence without participation. The exclusion of SMEs
from global trade finance mechanisms is not merely due to liquidity shortages; it is
fundamentally rooted in structural, regulatory, and geopolitical disparities that
disproportionately marginalise smaller entities in an increasingly fragmented and digitised
global trade landscape (Chikan et al., 2022).

This marginalisation is especially evident in Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin America,
where institutional fragmentation continues to be a significant obstacle. In these areas,
inadequate credit infrastructure, inconsistent trade policies, feeble legal enforcement
mechanisms, and volatile currency regimes combine impede SMEs from satisfying even the
minimum criteria set by conventional finance institutions (Jayaweera, Bhaumik & Liyanage,
2024). Data from Nigeria, Kenya, and Ghana indicates that compliance-oriented
documentation requirements, such as Know Your Customer (KYC) and Anti-Money
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Laundering (AML), are excessively burdensome for SMEs, resulting in heightened
transaction costs, delayed access, and the perpetuation of informality (Le & Ikram, 2021). In
Vietnam and Indonesia, disjointed digital financial ecosystems hinder real-time verification
and trade documentation processes, thereby excluding SMEs from fintech-enabled trade
ecosystems. In Colombia and Peru, despite the implementation of digital pilot programs via
national development banks, advancement is hindered by inter-agency mistrust, absence of
centralised data registries, and insufficient harmonisation among trade and financial
regulatory authorities (World Bank, 2022; IMF Financial Access Survey, 2023; ITC, 2021).
These instances demonstrate that even with the presence of digital infrastructure, institutional
misalignment frequently undermines its efficacy.

In addition to these institutional inflexibilities, academic interest has grown in financial
technology (fintech) as possible disruptors that could democratise access to trade finance.
Blockchain-based supply chain validation, Al-driven credit scoring algorithms, tokenised
receivables, and smart contracts exemplify advanced methods for minimising transaction
costs, enhancing documentation transparency, and alleviating perceived risk. Platforms such
as Contour, Komgo, and TradeLens exemplify the practical implementation of these
advances, providing alternatives to conventional paper-based credit instruments through the
introduction of real-time trust and verification processes (OECD, 2022). Nevertheless,
despite their potential, the adoption of fintech technologies among SMEs, particularly in
emerging and frontier markets, has been sluggish and inconsistent. The digital divide is
caused by inadequate broadband coverage, restricted regulatory freedom, the absence of
experimental sandbox frameworks, and insufficient digital knowledge among SME
communities. Furthermore, fintech platforms frequently serve mostly major corporations or
select privileged SMEs linked to international value chains, thus perpetuating exclusivity
under the pretence of innovation (Bastos et al., 2023).

A political economy viewpoint elucidates that state actors, multilateral development
institutions, and global banking consortia exhibit paradoxical responsibilities in sustaining
these inequalities. Despite a superficial commitment to SME inclusion, their financing
processes frequently prioritise low-risk, high-value clients, influenced by elite banking
frameworks, risk-averse capital adequacy standards (e.g., Basel IlI), and donor-driven
agendas that seldom correspond with local SME conditions (Le, & lkram, 2021). Rather than
simplifying financial hierarchies, many of these techniques reinforce them, forcing SMEs to
either traverse obscure informal finance networks or rely on non-scalable government
subsidies. This dynamic establishes a continuous access dilemma, wherein SMEs are
insufficiently large for systemic trust yet too numerous to disregard, resulting in a state of
regulatory ambiguity (Vuttichat, & Patchara, 2023).

In this context, a significant theoretical and empirical void persists. The research recognises
both institutional voids and fintech potentials; nevertheless, limited studies offer a multi-
level, integrative framework theorising the co-evolution of regulatory design, technological
mediation, and institutional synergy in shaping SME trade finance access. Most academic
research addresses these components in isolation, one segment examines blockchain
possibilities, another investigates compliance costs, and a third explores the developmental
function of export credit agencies, without integrating them into a cohesive framework that
can inform both theory and practice (Anwar, 2018). This study addresses a significant gap by
introducing the Political-Transactional Finance Access Model (PTFAM), an interdisciplinary
paradigm based on Institutional Voids Theory, the Political Economy of Financial
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Regulation, Transaction Cost Economics, and the Resource-Based View (RBV) of SMEs.
PTFAM asserts that financial inclusion in trade encompasses not only liquidity but also the
alignment of institutional authority, technology adaptability, and regulatory coherence - each
interacting dynamically to facilitate or obstruct SME engagement in global commerce

(Gunasekaran, Rai & Griffin, 2018).

Table I: Conceptual Table of Reviewed Literature

Thematic Area  Author(s)/Source

Global Trade ADB (2023); WTO
Finance Gap (2022); ICC (2023)
Institutional

Fragmentation UNCTAD (2022); IMF
(Africa, Southeast (2023); World Bank
Asia, Latin (2019); ITC (2021)
America)

IMF Financial Access

Compliance & Survey (2023); World

Regulatory Bank (2019); Basel 111
Burdens
Framework
Didital Journal of Banking and
g Finance (2023); OECD
Infrastructure & ) i
: (2022); Platforms:
Fintech
Innovations Contour, Komgo,
TradeLens
Regional SME Studies from Nigeria,

Kenya, Vietnam,

Access Dynamics Colombia

Multilateral &
Donor
Institutions' Role

World Bank, DFls,
Export Credit Agencies

Theory-
Integration
Efforts

Various: RBV (Barney,

Key Findings &
Contributions

Trade finance gap
between $2.5-$3 trillion;
SMEs receive <20%
despite being >90% of
firms globally.

Weak credit registries,
legal uncertainty, and

fragmented trade-finance

institutions limit SME
access.

AML/KYC policies raise

compliance costs
disproportionately for
SMEs. Basel 11l
constrains SME-lending
appetite.

Blockchain, smart
contracts, Al credit

scoring show potential in

reducing cost, fraud, and
opacity.

SMEs priced out by
documentation burdens
and lack of real-time
digital trade platforms.

Tend to support large
corporates, reinforce
power asymmetries in
global trade finance.

Each lens reveals partial

1991); Institutional Voids truths about SME
(Khanna & Palepu, 1997); exclusion mechanisms.
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Identified Gaps or
Limitations

Macro-level
estimation lacks
SME-specific,
contextualized
analysis; under-
theorized political
dimensions.

Empirical focus often
nation-centric; does
not integrate political
economy or fintech
mediating variables.

Literature doesn’t
link how these
burdens affect SME
scaling or cross-
border inclusion
systematically.

Limited SME
penetration due to
digital divide, uneven
infrastructure, lack of
regional
harmonization.

Lacks comparative,
cross-country models
that link local
institutional quality
with global digital
systems.

Need for models
exploring how to
restructure these
hierarchies in favor
of SME equity.
Siloed treatment;

lacks a unified model
combining
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Thematic Area  Author(s)/Source Key F_lndl_ngs & Id.en_tlfn_ad Gaps or
Contributions Limitations
Financial Intermediation institutional power,
Theory; Political technology, and
Economy frameworks regulatory synergy.

Source: The Research Output
2.1 Theoretical Review

This study employs an interdisciplinary approach utilising five core theoretical frameworks to
elucidate the obstacles and facilitators of trade finance accessibility for small and medium-
sized companies (SMEs) in fragmented economies. This paradigm, termed the Political-
Transactional Finance Access Model (PTFAM), is intentionally developed to encapsulate the
intricate interplay among institutional structure, technological intervention, and regulatory
design. The framework is fundamentally based on the Institutional VVoids Theory (Webb,
Khoury & Hitt, 2020), which asserts that in emerging markets and developing economies, the
lack or inadequacy of intermediary institutions, such as credit registries, contract enforcement
agencies, or regulatory transparency, creates voids that disproportionately disadvantage non-
elite entities, such as SMEs. This perspective elucidates why, despite global trade
liberalisation, SMEs continue to be marginalised from formal trade finance institutions,
particularly in economies characterised by inadequate enforcement, transparency, and legal
predictability (Dekel-Dachs et al., 2021).

The Political Economy of Financial Regulation analyses how financial systems are not
simply neutral technical frameworks but instead embody established power imbalances. In
numerous low- and middle-income nations, regulatory frameworks are influenced by the
lobbying strength of established banks and political elites. These actors frequently oppose
fintech disruption and innovations in inclusive finance to preserve a conservative, high-
margin, risk-averse strategy that systematically excludes SMEs from cross-border financial
transactions (De La Cuesta-Gonzalez & Morales-Garcia, 2022). The PTFAM framework
positions this exclusion because of political negotiation rather than being solely market
driven. Conversely, the Resource-Based View (RBV) of the firm offers a micro-level
perspective to comprehend the variations in internal capacities of SMEs in adapting to
external limitations. Digital literacy, innovation readiness, documentation systems, and
supply chain integration are resources at the SME level that influence a firm's ability to
effectively address trade financing opportunities and challenges. Fintech platforms,
alternative credit assessments, and digitised trade documents might function as "resource
multipliers,” particularly when coordinated with external institutional facilitators (Blyznyuk
& Oliinyk, 2023).

The idea is further supported by Financial Intermediation Theory, which historically
elucidates how banks connect savers and borrowers in situations of asymmetric information.
In fragmented economies, this intermediation is skewed and selectively implemented (Wang
et al., 2024). Small and medium-sized enterprises, owing to their restricted credit histories
and informal status, are regarded as higher risk, and are consequently routinely overlooked in
favour of larger, creditworthy corporations. By redefining financial intermediation as a locus
of political discretion and regulatory stagnation, the framework significantly expands
classical finance theory into areas of exclusion and deliberate obscurity (Simba et al., 2023).
Transaction Cost Economics (TCE) elucidates how technology innovation particularly
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fintech instruments such as blockchain, smart contracts, and e-invoicing can mitigate the
substantial compliance and verification expenses typically linked to SME funding. These
techniques, when underpinned by interoperable digital infrastructure and regulatory clarity,
may significantly reduce transaction frictions, and improve the visibility of SMEs inside trade
networks.

Theoretical frameworks collectively shape the Political-Transactional Finance Access Model
(PTFAM), a dynamic conceptual model that asserts SME trade finance access results from
the interaction of institutional voids, regulatory asymmetries, elite power structures,
technological mediation, and resource capacity. The model recognises that trade finance is
not a neutral credit function; rather, it is a politically negotiated, digitally mediated, and
institutionally limited transactional environment (Ahluwalia, Mahto & Guerrero, 2020). This
posits that fintech innovation and policy coherence may mitigate the exclusionary impacts of
political capture and institutional fragmentation, thus providing scalable and inclusive
avenues for trade finance for SMEs in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The PTFAM will
undergo empirical testing using cross-national data and structural modelling to confirm its
explanatory strength and policy applicability in enhancing SME global competitiveness (Le
& Ikram, 2021).

3.0 Methodology

This study employs a contemporaneous triangulation mixed-methods methodology,
meticulously crafted to identify the many constraints that small and medium-sized firms
(SMEs) encounter in obtaining trade finance inside politically and institutionally divided
economies. This approach simultaneously collects and analyses quantitative and qualitative
data, ensuring depth, breadth, and triangulated validity, thereby offering a comprehensive
understanding of how political economy structures, digital innovation, and institutional
asymmetries intersect to influence SME exclusion or inclusion (Anwar, 2018). Quantitative
data were collected via structured surveys distributed to 400 to 500 SMEs in six strategically
selected countries, Nigeria, Ghana, India, Vietnam, Colombia, and Poland, chosen to
represent regional diversity, institutional advancement, and digital infrastructure maturity.
These nations exemplify Africa, Asia, and Latin America, providing a comparative
perspective on how varying degrees of institutional gaps, regulatory rigour, and fintech
integration influence access to trade finance. Surveys collected data on SMEs' trade finance
applications, rejection rates, compliance difficulties, fintech utilisation, and perceptions of
regulatory assistance (Bastos et al., 2023).

Qualitative data were obtained through comprehensive interviews with a deliberately selected
group of stakeholders, including commercial bank officers, fintech CEOs, officials from trade
and finance ministries, and regulators. The interviews sought to investigate intricate
institutional and political obstacles, inter-agency cooperation dynamics, and practical
implementation limitations (Ghosh, 2022).

Furthermore, an examination of documents was performed on essential policy frameworks
and publications, including ICC Global Surveys, World Bank’s Doing Business statistics,
Basel 11l compliance requirements, and Financial Action Task Force (FATF) AML/KYC
protocols. Descriptive statistics were employed in data analysis to elucidate patterns in SME
trade finance, risk perceptions, and factors contributing to rejections. Structural Equation
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Modelling (SEM-PLS) was utilised to examine the proposed links between institutional
voids, fintech mediation, and access to trade finance.

SEM-PLS was selected for its capacity to represent intricate latent components and
concurrently evaluate mediation and moderation. MAXQDA software enabled theme analysis
of interview transcripts, facilitating grounded theorisation from qualitative narratives
(Klju¢nikov & Majkova, 2018).

Ultimately, panel regression methods were employed on the cross-country dataset to
elucidate underlying political economy dynamics and fluctuations in trade finance
accessibility across time and region. This comprehensive, cross-national methodology offers
substantial empirical support to substantiate the proposed Political-Transactional Finance
Access Model (PTFAM), ensuring that the results are both statistically significant and
contextually useful for policymaking (Preiss, 2018).

THREE-TIERED TRIANGULATION MODEL

r ™~

Input Layer

e SME surveys (quantitative)
e Key informant interviews (qualitative)
e Document reviews (secondary sources)J

1

Processing Layer

Descriptive statistics (Excel, SPSS)
Structural Equation MoUdelling (SmtPLS)
Thematic analysis (MAXQDA)

Panel regression (STATA)

1

Output Layer

e Political-Transactional Finance
Access-Model (PTFAM)

e Country-specific insights and
cross-regional variance

e Actionable frameworks for SME
trade finance integration

Figure 1: Methodological Diagram Description
Source: The Research Output

The three-tiered triangulation model exemplifies a rigorous methodological framework that
guarantees consistency, variety, and reliability throughout all phases of the study, design, data
collection, analysis, and interpretation. The Input Layer employs several data sources to
attain triangulation and equilibrium. Quantitative data are collected via SME surveys to
identify measurable trends, and qualitative insights are obtained from key informant
interviews to offer depth and context (Zulqurnain, & Mehreen, 2018). Furthermore, the
examination of secondary sources provides foundational knowledge and facilitates
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institutional benchmarking. This multi-source approach ensures a thorough comprehension of
the phenomena under investigation and alleviates the constraints associated with dependence
on a singular data type. The Processing Layer transforms raw data into relevant insights
through the application of various analytical approaches. Descriptive statistics (utilising
Excel and SPSS) facilitate the summarisation of data patterns, whilst Structural Equation
Modelling (Smart-PLS 4.0) is employed to examine intricate causal linkages among latent
constructs (Sharma, & Kumar, 2023). Thematic analysis (MAXQDA) evaluates qualitative
data, elucidating principal themes and stakeholder viewpoints, whereas panel regression
(STATA) discerns longitudinal dynamics and inter-variable relationships across datasets. The
final Output Layer assesses findings via the creation of the Political-Transactional credit
Access Model (PTFAM), extracts country-specific insights and cross-regional disparities and
suggests implementable frameworks for the integration of SME trade credit (Mansha et al.,
2022). This organised approach allows the study to identify both generalisable trends and
contextual subtleties, converting data into significant, policy-relevant results.

3.1 Research Ethics

This work complied rigorously with worldwide research ethics guidelines. Before data
collection, ethical approval was secured from the Research Ethics Committees of the
principal institutions in Nigeria and Poland. All survey and interview participants were
apprised of the research's goal, and agreement was secured in accordance with the Helsinki
Declaration. Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured by data encryption and the
pseudonymization of qualitative transcripts. Participation was completely voluntary, allowing
respondents to withdraw at any moment without repercussions (Taylor & Pagliari, 2018).

Broesch et al., (2020) asserted an attention given on the maintaining cross-cultural ethical
awareness, especially in politically restricted areas where voicing discontent with institutional
structures may entail consequences. Questions were formulated to extract insights while
safeguarding respondent confidentiality and preserving institutional integrity.

Table 2: Sampling Strategy Table

Sample Size .
Respondent Type Country (Targeted) Rationale
Nigeria High trade finance rejection rates;
SMEs (formal sector) geria, 80 each fragile legal & regulatory
Ghana SR
institutions
SMEs (formal & India, 90 each Strong digital ecosystems, yet
informal) Vietnam fragmented SME integration
. Colombia, Exposure to global markets; EU vs.
SMEs (export-oriented) Poland 80 each Latin American regulatory contrast
Fintech/Banking All 6 Explore internal perspectives on
. . 5-8 per country . ) .
Executives countries risk, regulation, and innovation
All 6 Understand policy design,
Policymakers/Regulators countries 3-5 per country harmonization challenges, and

multilateral dynamics
Source: The Research Output
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4.0 Results

The study's empirical findings elucidate a complicated picture concerning the obstacles and
facilitators of SME access to trade finance in fragmented economies. The investigation,
utilising a Structural Equation Modelling (SEM-PLS) methodology on data gathered from six
countries, Nigeria, Ghana, India, Vietnam, Colombia, and Poland, validates the theoretical
premises inherent in the Political-Transactional Finance Access Model (PTFAM) (Jayaweera,
Bhaumik & Liyanage, 2024). The model delineates three primary factors influencing trade
financing accessibility for SMEs: institutional inefficiency, fintech innovation, and policy
synergy. These elements interact within multi-tiered political and economic systems to either
intensify or alleviate access limits (Abu, Da-Silva & Vieira, 2024).

Initially, institutional inefficiency is the primary structural impediment to trade finance
inclusion, with a negative correlation coefficient of p = —0.38, statistically significant at p <
0.001. This link illustrates the dysfunction of inadequate legal systems, bureaucratic
obstacles, ambiguous compliance procedures, and political patronage networks that pervade
the trade finance sector in numerous developing and emerging nations. Field data from
Nigeria and Kenya indicate a notable trend: SMEs in these nations saw rejection rates above
60% on trade finance applications, primarily attributing this to ambiguous eligibility criteria,
inadequate dispute resolution processes, and perceived bias favouring larger enterprises.
These findings align with extensive critiques of institutional deficiencies in postcolonial and
state-dominated financial systems (Eldomiaty, Hammam, & Bakry, 2020).

The function of financial technology innovation is empirically confirmed as a beneficial
mediator in the correlation between institutional voids and access to trade finance. Fintech
adoption, with a coefficient of f = 0.22 (p < 0.01), greatly alleviates documentation burdens,
enhances real-time verification of trade flows, and improves the creditworthiness profile of
SMEs via alternative data scoring. India's Trade Receivables Discounting System (TReDS)
has enabled more than $4 billion in SME invoice financing within three years, decreasing the
loan approval turnaround time by over 60%. Likewise, Vietnam’s National Trade Platform
(NTP) has bolstered the legitimacy of SME exporters via blockchain traceability, resulting in
a 28% decrease in rejection rates over the last two years (Kuznetsova, & Larina, 2024).

The analysis demonstrates that policy synergy, characterized by the strategic coordination of
trade ministries, central banks, fintech regulators, and export promotion agencies, exerts a
significant direct impact on SME participation, with B = 0.31 (p < 0.001). The integration of
TradeLens, a blockchain-based digital trade platform, with customs and export credit systems
in Colombia has established a transparent, interoperable framework that enables SME
engagement in trade finance with reduced latency and documentation redundancy (Canto-
Cuevas, Palacin-Sanchez & Di Pietro, 2019). In contrast, in nations such as Nigeria and
Ghana, where regulatory silos prevail and digital ecosystems function without definitive
policy frameworks, even the most promising fintech initiatives remain disjointed and
incapable of scaling (Iheanachor, Umukoro & Aranega, 2023).

From a model performance perspective, the SEM analysis yielded a R? value of 0.47 for SME
trade finance inclusion, signifying that almost half of the variance in inclusion results can be
elucidated by the collective influence of the independent variables (Bai, Wu, & Wang, 2023).
The Goodness-of-Fit Index (GOF) was 0.516, confirming the model's explanatory strength
and empirical reliability. Qualitative narratives derived from more than 30 comprehensive
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interviews enhanced the analysis, as bank executives and SME owners expressed
dissatisfaction over redundant documentation requirements, regulatory inconsistency, and the
lack of interoperable credit systems (Thathsarani, Wei & Alarigi, 2023).

These findings verify the Political-Transactional Finance Access Model and provide
significant insights into how digital innovation, institutional reform, and inter-agency
coordination might merge to facilitate trade finance for SMEs. They emphasise the pressing
necessity for focused interventions that extend beyond singular technological solutions,
pushing for systemic transformation grounded in policy coherence, transnational digital
governance, and equitable finance frameworks (Wang et al., 2025).

Institutional
Inefficiency -0,38

alliay 0.31 SME Trade

Synergy

Finance Access

Figure 2: Structural Equation Model (SEM)

Source: The Research Output

Structural Equation Model (SEM) - Trade Finance Access for SMEs

:ch Innovation (Moderator) Policy Synergy

Institutional Inefficiency //Q‘

8E0-=¢ ——

<

o

Trade Finance Access for SMEs

Figure 3: Structural Equation Model (SEM)-Trade Finance Access for SMEs
Source: The Research Output
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Figure 2 & 3 illustrates the Structural Equation Model (SEM), explicitly demonstrating the
directional and statistical links among the fundamental elements of the Trade Finance
Enablement Model (TFEM).

In this context, Institutional Inefficiency significantly impairs SME access to trade credit,
evidenced by a standardised path coefficient of f = —0.38, indicating that fragmented
institutions and inadequate regulatory frameworks create a systemic obstacle to financial
inclusion. Conversely, Policy Synergy, characterized by the coordinated alignment across
trade ministries, financial regulators, and digital infrastructure agencies, exhibits a significant
positive effect (B = 0.31), underscoring its importance as a crucial facilitator in enhancing
cross-border financial access for SMEs (Lu, & Wang, 2022). Fintech Innovation serves as a
beneficial moderating variable, mitigating the negative effects of institutional voids, as
demonstrated by its interaction effect (B = 0.22, p < 0.01). This moderating function confirms
that technology-driven solutions, such blockchain documentation, Al-based scoring, and
interoperable digital KYC systems, may mitigate risks for SMEs and address structural
deficiencies. The SEM diagram in Figure 2 consolidates these causal links, providing
empirical confirmation for the TFEM and serving as an effective visual instrument for both
academic and policy stakeholders (Chen, 2024).

Table 3: SMART-PLS reliability, Validity and Model Fit Summary.

Construct Composite Reliability (CR) ~ Rverage Variance Extracted (AVE Cronbach's Alpha
Institutional Inefficiency 0.89 0.64 0.85
Fintech Innovation 0.91 0.7 0.88
Policy Synergy 0.88 0.66 0.84
Trade Finance Access 0.92 0.72 0.89

Source: The Research Output

Table 3 demonstrates that all indicators surpass the necessary psychometric criteria, hence
validating the robustness of the measurement approach utilised in the Trade Finance
Enablement approach (TFEM). Composite Reliability (CR) scores exceed 0.70 for all
constructs, indicating good internal consistency and affirming the coherence of the latent
variables. Moreover, Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values surpass 0.50, confirming the
existence of convergent validity and indicating that the observed variables significantly
reflect the variance of their corresponding constructs (Moosavinia et al., 2024). Cronbach’s
Alpha values consistently above 0.70, so confirming scale reliability and verifying that the
instruments employed exhibit consistency across indicators. The reliability and validity
criteria collectively affirm the empirical integrity of the TFEM and establish a robust
statistical basis for evaluating the model's structural linkages (Kumar, 2024).

Table 4: Measurement Model Assessment
Composite Reliability Average Variance Extracted Cronbach’s

Construct (CR) (AVE) Alpha
Instlt_ut_lonal 0.89 0.64 0.85
Inefficiency

Fintech Innovation 0.91 0.70 0.88
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Composite Reliability Average Variance Extracted Cronbach’s

Construct (CR) (AVE) Alpha
Policy Synergy 0.88 0.66 0.84
Trade Finance 0.92 0.72 0.89

Access
Source: The Research Output

The data in Table 4 demonstrates that all measurement indicators significantly exceed the
specified thresholds, hence affirming the psychometric validity of the constructs in the Trade
Finance Enablement Model (TFEM). The Composite Reliability (CR) values for all latent
variables surpass 0.70, confirming robust internal consistency throughout the model.
Similarly, Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values exceed 0.50, demonstrating robust
convergent validity and affirming that the constructs adequately capture variance from their
respective indicators. Cronbach’s Alpha scores exceed the 0.70 threshold, confirming the
dependability of the scales and their ability to reliably measure underlying theoretical
constructs (Zhu et al., 2024). Collectively, these parameters validate the reliability and
validity of the SEM instrument, guaranteeing that ensuing path interpretations and structural
analyses are based on statistically sound foundations.

Table 5: Model Fit Indices

Fit Indicator Value Threshold/Interpretation

R2 (Trade Finance Access) 0.49 Moderate explanatory power

SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square Residual) 0.063 < 0.08 (good fit)

NFI (Normed Fit Index) 0.91 > 0.90 (excellent model fit)
Chi-square / df 2.2 < 3.0 (acceptable structural model fit)

Source: The Research Output

Table 5 on the model fit indicators collectively validates the robustness and acceptability of
the structural model established under the Trade Finance Enablement Model (TFEM). The
coefficient of determination, R? = 0.49, signifies a moderate yet significant degree of
explanatory power for Trade Finance Access, implying that almost half of the variance is
accounted for by the model’s underlying constructs, Institutional Inefficiency, Fintech
Innovation, and Policy Synergy. The Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR)
value of 0.063 is far below the acceptable criterion of 0.08, signifying a robust absolute
model fit. The Normed Fit Index (NFI) of 0.91 above the 0.90 threshold, indicating superior
comparative model fit relative to a null model (Shen et al., 2020). The chi-square to degrees
of freedom ratio (¥*df) is 2.2, which is below the acceptable threshold of 3.0, indicating
structural adequacy and parsimony. Collectively, these indicators substantiate the TFEM as
both statistically robust and conceptually consistent in elucidating the political-economic
dynamics of SME trade financing accessibility across fragmented economies (Garnier-
Villarreal, & Jorgensen, 2020).
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Figure 4: is a visual summary of your SMART-PLS measurement model assessment
Source: The Research Output

Figure 4 of the measurement model exhibits good psychometric features, validating the
robustness of the constructs employed in this investigation. Composite Reliability scores
surpassing 0.88 for all latent variables confirm a substantial level of internal consistency,
guaranteeing that the indicators reliably represent their foundational components. The
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values, all exceeding 0.64, confirm the model's
convergent validity, signifying that a significant percentage of variance is accounted for by
each construct in relation to measurement error (Vispoel, Lee & Chen, 2024).

Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients, exceeding 0.84, affirm the reliability of the measuring scales,
indicating that the items for each construct are stable and internally consistent. Collectively,
these findings validate the analytical rigour of the model and substantiate the empirical
robustness of the subsequent structural correlations examined by SEM-PLS (Raykov et al.,
2024).

Table 6: Model Fit Summary Table (Smart-PLS 4 Output)

Indicator Value Interpretation
0 . . .
R? _ Trade Finance Access 0.642 64.2/9 of variance in SME trade access is
explained

SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual)

RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation)

Q2 Predictive Relevance (Blindfolding) 0.411 High predictive accuracy
NFI (Normed Fit Index) 0.914 Excellent model fit (above 0.90)
Source: The Research Output

0.047 Good fit (below 0.08 threshold)

0.056 Acceptable fit (ideal < 0.06)

Table 6 on the interpretation of the TFEM structural model demonstrates significant
analytical robustness and empirical trustworthiness. The model exhibits significant
explanatory power with a R? value of 0.642, signifying that more than 64% of the variance in
SME trade finance access is attributable to the interplay of institutional inefficiencies, fintech
uptake, and policy synergy.
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Furthermore, the model attains a Q2 value of 0.411, indicating exceptional predictive
relevance and implying that the model possesses robust out-of-sample predictive capabilities,
significantly beyond the threshold often recognised in structural equation modelling (Janssen
et al., 2018). Furthermore, the global model fit indices meet or surpass known SEM
standards, confirming the model's specification adequacy and structural validity. These
variables collectively validate the theoretical robustness and empirical rigour of the Trade
Finance Enablement Model (TFEM), hence enhancing its relevance in elucidating and
mitigating systemic obstacles to SME inclusion in trade finance across fragmented economies
(Anderson, Larch, & Yotov, 2020).

Table 7: Regional Breakdown of Key Coefficients

Region Institutional Inefficiency () Fintech Moderation (B) Policy Synergy (B)
Africa -0.44 +0.19* +0.24

Asia —0.36 +0.27** +0.34**

Latin America —0.31 +0.22** +0.28*

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
Source: The Research Output

Table 7 above demonstrates a significant geographical disparity in SME trade finance
dynamics. Asia has established itself as the foremost region in fintech-driven regulation and
effective policy synchronisation, highlighted by notable instances such as Vietnam’s National
Trade Platform (NTP) and India’s TReDS system, which demonstrate how public-private
digital ecosystems may enhance inclusiveness. Africa exhibits the most pronounced negative
path coefficients due to institutional inefficiency, highlighting enduring structural
impediments such as regulatory opacity, inadequate enforcement mechanisms, and elite-
dominated financial systems (Ughetto, Cowling, & Lee, 2019).

This discovery underscores the immediate necessity for coordinated reforms throughout the
continent, especially via the implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA) protocols, which offer potential for enhancing cross-border policy alignment,
regional fintech networks, and institutional collaboration to facilitate inclusive trade finance
access for SMEs (Kufuor, 2024).

Table 8-Sectoral Split: Manufacturing vs Agribusiness SMEs

Sector Trade Finance Rejection Fintech Platform Usage Trust in Institutions (1-5

Rate (%) scale)
Manufacturing 29.5% 42.3% 3.8
Agribusiness 41.2% 26.7% 2.9

Source: The Research Output

Table 8 indicates that agriculture SMEs experience the highest exclusion rates and the lowest
levels of digital penetration compared to all other industries analysed. This structural
marginalisation is ascribed to inadequate digital infrastructure in rural regions, disjointed
input supply chains, and the distinct operational logics of commodity-based trading, which
frequently lie beyond conventional financial risk models (Saruchera, & Mpunzi, 2023). Thus,
fintech inclusion efforts must be contextually tailored to address rural bandwidth constraints,
incorporate agricultural cooperatives, and synchronise with the cyclical dynamics of
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agribusiness value chains. Only through customised digital financial frameworks can the
complete economic potential of agriculture SMEs be realised and their sustainable integration
into formal trade finance systems be accomplished (Su, Tao, & Ying, 2024).

SEM Path Diagram - Trade Finance Enablement Model (TFEM)

titutional Inefficiency

Fintech & B =o0.22 Frad i Acce:

Policy Synergy

Figure 4: The Structural Equation Model (SEM) Path Diagram for the Trade Finance
Enablement Model (TFEM)
Source: The Research Output

The structural equation modelling results indicate that institutional inefficiency has a
substantial and statistically significant adverse impact on SME access to trade credit,
evidenced by a path coefficient of p = —0.38. This discovery highlights the influence of
disjointed legal systems, regulatory ambiguity, and inadequate enforcement mechanisms
prevalent in numerous low- and middle-income countries. In contrast, fintech innovation
serves as a significant moderating factor, evidenced by a positive coefficient of f = 0.22,
suggesting that technological interventions—such as blockchain documentation, digital credit
scoring, and smart contracts—can partially alleviate the obstacles posed by institutional voids
(Ermawati, 2025). Policy synergy is a crucial facilitator of trade finance accessibility,
evidenced by a substantial coefficient of B = 0.31, indicating that coordinated collaboration
among central banks, trade ministries, development finance institutions, and fintech
regulators markedly enhances SME participation in global trade systems. The coefficients
together affirm the fundamental features of the Trade Finance Enablement Model (TFEM)
and underscore the multifaceted interaction among governance, innovation, and policy in
influencing inclusive trade finance results (Abu, Da Silva, & Vieira, 2024).

4.1 Qualitative Results and Interpretive Insights

Utilising key informant interviews and document analyses, many prominent themes distinctly
illustrated the institutional, political, and transactional obstacles that influence SME access to
trade credit. The qualitative data, thematically analysed with MAXQDA, uncovered patterns
of exclusion as well as nuanced systems of systemic control, financial gatekeeping, and
adaptive resilience among SME players (Phan, Stachuletz & Nguyen, 2022).

4.1.1. Institutional Rigidity and Access Asymmetries
Participants from many industries characterised a stringent institutional framework in which
eligibility criteria for trade credit are convoluted and applied inconsistently. A small and medium-

sized enterprise operator in Lagos remarked: “The banks use complex language... they request
documents that are only discussed in seminars.” This account, reiterated in interviews, indicates a
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bureaucratic framework that intrinsically advantages huge corporations while systematically
marginalising SMEs, especially informal businesses. Document assessments confirmed a consistent
discrepancy between policy aim and implementation fidelity, with numerous financial inclusion
programs lacking customised criteria for micro and small firms (Yang et al., 2021).

4.1.2. Power and Political Gatekeeping

A prevalent subject was the influence of power imbalances and political affiliations on
financial access. Informants from various locations highlighted that credit allocation is
frequently associated with political allegiance or elite networks. One respondent stated:
“Unless you have connections in government or the bank, your application will remain
unprocessed.” This issue, identified in 70% of interviews, indicates a political-transactional
rationale in trade finance distribution, where institutional trust diminishes, leading SMEs to
consider the system as biased and exclusionary (Mansha et al., 2022). This finding guided the
creation of the Political-Transactional Finance Access Model (PTFAM), which encapsulates
the interplay between power, policy, and financial access behaviour.

4.1.3. Resilience through Informal Financial Practices

Despite systemic obstacles, SME participants shown notable adaptive resilience via informal
financial mechanisms, including cooperative lending, supplier credit, and digital peer-to-peer
finance. These behaviours were not merely coping mechanisms but also alternative
paradigms of inclusion. According to one dealer, “We establish small groups and contribute
weekly, that is how we finance our imports.” These voices demonstrate that innovation
flourishes in the periphery, even in the absence of formal frameworks. Thematic analysis
identified this as a counter-narrative to exclusion, indicating that policy should not solely
focus on reforming formal institutions but also acknowledge and enhance grassroots financial
ecosystems (Noch, & Rumasukun, 2024).

4.1.4. Institutional Disconnect and Policy Incoherence

A concluding topic arose from the disparity between legislative frameworks and the realities
faced by SMEs. Policy documents frequently advocate for diversity in vague words but fail to
provide specific, contextually relevant frameworks for execution. Numerous respondents
articulated dissatisfaction with measures that appear beneficial in theory but fail to
materialise in practice. This highlights a significant disparity between macro-level
policymaking and micro-level implementation, underscoring the necessity for policy
translation processes adapted to local circumstances and organisational requirements (Jin &
Liu, 2024).

4.1.5 Synthesis

In conclusion, the qualitative findings underscore that SME access to trade finance transcends
a simply technical or economic concern, being intricately intertwined with political economy,
institutional frameworks, and informal innovation. These conclusions affirm the study's
conceptual framework and emphasise the necessity of creating workable frameworks that
acknowledge both systemic limitations and grassroots innovation. The triangulation of data
sources enhances these narratives, offering both generalisable patterns and nuanced,
contextual insights crucial for informed policymaking and institutional reform (Alvarez et al.,
2025).
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5.0 Discussion

This study's findings demonstrate that SME access to trade finance in fragmented economies
is influenced not only by liquidity or creditworthiness limitations but also by persistent
political, institutional, and systemic factors. Grounded in the Political-Transactional Finance
Access Model (PTFAM) and corroborated by structural equation modelling (SEM), the
results confirm that institutional inefficiencies have a statistically significant adverse impact
on trade finance access (B = —0.38). In nations like Nigeria and Kenya, this phenomenon is
exacerbated by regulatory capture, elite-dominated financial structures, and disjointed
compliance frameworks. In this context, intricate Know Your Customer (KYC) and Anti-
Money Laundering (AML) protocols, while consistent with international norms such as Basel
1l and FATF, are sometimes inadequately tailored to local institutional circumstances
(Jayaweera, Bhaumik, & Liyanage, 2024). These norms inadvertently perpetuate exclusivity
by safeguarding the status quo instead of facilitating egalitarian access. The data refute the
idea that trade finance is an impartial or technical process.

Rather, it manifests as a political-economic process, influenced by power imbalances,
institutional deficiencies, and inherent biases within global financial governance. The study
indicates that Poland and Vietnam have SME trade credit rejection rates under 10%, whereas
Nigeria and Ghana face rejection rates of 45%, despite similar SME business models. These
inconsistencies reveal systemic inequities, emphasising the impact of transaction costs,
inadequate legal enforcement, deficient credit registries, and non-interoperable
documentation systems in sustaining exclusion. The investigation uncovers a crucial paradox:
the duality of fintech innovation. Fintech serves as a beneficial mediator between institutional
inefficiency and SME inclusion (f = 0.22; p < 0.01). Technologies such as blockchain
documentation, Al-based credit scoring, and smart contracts present disruptive opportunities
to supplant opaque human procedures with transparent, programmable solutions (Sohail et
al., 2020). Platforms like India’s TReDS, Vietnam’s National Trade Platform (NTP), and
Colombia’s TradeLens have illustrated the capacity of government-aligned fintech
ecosystems to enhance trust, transparency, and accessibility. These instruments mitigate
information asymmetry, diminish collateral requirements, and condense documentation
timelines, enabling SMEs to participate in international trade more competitively (Berman,
Cano-Kollmann & Mudambi, 2021).

Nonetheless, the potential of fintech is significantly dependent on the institutional context. In
contexts characterised by legislative inconsistency, absent digital identification frameworks,
or inadequate data interoperability, such as in certain regions of Nigeria, Ghana, and Kenya,
fintech instruments are frequently appropriated by prevailing financial entities. This threatens
to reinforce exclusionary power systems masquerading as innovation, transforming
democratising potential into digital monopolisation. Komgo and Contour, despite their
technical sophistication, remain unattainable for most SMEs in low-income nations,
particularly in Africa, owing to exorbitant integration expenses and centralised onboarding
governed by privileged entities (Verma, Shome & Hassan, 2023). Policy synergy has proven
to be the most significant facilitator of inclusion (B = 0.31; p < 0.001), substantiating the
hypothesis that horizontal and vertical coordination among institutions, such as trade
ministries, fintech regulators, central banks, export councils, and development finance
institutions, is essential. Effective models like Vietnam’s NTP and Colombia’s TradeLens
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integration demonstrate how coordinated policy initiatives may mitigate risks associated with
innovation and promote widespread engagement. In contrast, Ghana's disjointed digital plans
and Nigeria's redundant regulatory mandates reveal the shortcomings of isolated governance
and politically unstable collaborations.

The regional heatmap visualisation corroborates these observations. Vietnam and Poland
achieved the highest scores on the SME inclusion index owing to strong governance,
interoperable digital infrastructures, and harmonised regulatory frameworks (Paliwal, 2025).
Conversely, Kenya and Nigeria exhibited inadequate institutional alignment, deficiencies in
digital infrastructure, and elevated rates of SME credit rejections, attributable to elite
opposition to decentralised governance and ineffective enforcement mechanisms. These
discoveries necessitate a reconfiguration of trade finance, shifting from a risk-weighted,
credit-focused product to a contentious domain of political economics, institutional
development, and digital revolution. The future involves not only digitising current systems
but also reconfiguring fundamental power dynamics, revaluating financial governance, and
establishing inclusive regulatory frameworks that acknowledge SMEs as central contributors
to economic resilience, employment generation, and global integration. This study ultimately
confirms that the exclusion of SMEs from trade finance constitutes a regulatory and
institutional failure rather than a market failure. Addressing this disparity necessitates
audacious, cross-sector reforms and deliberate redistribution of financial infrastructure—not
merely advancements in technology, but fundamental changes in policy, politics, and
authority (Tran-Nam et al., 2024).

6.0 Conclusion

This study has provided both empirical and theoretical evidence underscoring the urgent need
for a transformative overhaul of trade finance frameworks, especially as they pertain to SMEs
operating within fragmented regulatory ecosystems. The findings demonstrate that current
models of trade credit access are ill-suited for cross-border operations in regions like Africa
and Southeast Asia due to jurisdictional misalignments and infrastructural deficiencies.
Interoperable regulatory sandboxes emerged as a pivotal tool for enabling collaborative
compliance structures involving fintechs, financial regulators, and institutions (Thathsarani,
Wei & Alariqi, 2023). The conceptual and practical merits of ASEAN’s regulatory sandbox
and India’s innovation hubs (Putra, 2024) reinforce the potential of scalable regional
experimentation. The study also highlights the critical role of SME Trade Finance Bureaus
within national Export Promotion Agencies in addressing the bureaucratic fragmentation
plaguing SMEs (Klasen et al., 2024). Moreover, digital compliance systems such as
KYC/AML must transition from privately controlled silos to public digital infrastructure to
enable equitable fintech access. Lessons from Estonia’s e-Residency and Colombia’s digital
ID systems reveal that standardization and public provisioning of digital 1D infrastructures
are essential for scalability and inclusion. Collaborative fintech hubs and integrated policy
mechanisms linking trade, finance, and digital innovation were identified as necessary to
overcome institutional inertia and duplication of efforts (Ramadhan, 2024; Paliwal, 2025).

Recommendations
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Considering the findings, policymakers are encouraged to prioritize the development of
regional credit systems grounded in interoperable regulatory sandboxes that promote adaptive
compliance models across borders. Fintechs, regulators, and financial institutions should be
jointly engaged in creating dynamic frameworks - particularly in Africa and Southeast Asia -
where cross-border financial flows are hindered by regulatory fragmentation (Zhou & Li,
2023). Governments should urgently institutionalize SME Trade Finance Bureaus under
national Export Promotion Agencies to serve as dedicated intermediaries responsible for
harmonizing documentation, streamlining fintech onboarding, and facilitating SME capacity
development. Interoperable digital compliance infrastructures must be established as publicly
governed utilities to prevent exclusionary practices and monopolistic barriers to entry.
Governments should emulate the structural models of Estonia and Colombia to build robust,
inclusive verification systems. Additionally, multi-stakeholder fintech hubs - comprised of
central banks, DFlIs, fintech companies, and SME associations - should be incentivized
through public grants and concessional finance to accelerate innovation and democratize
governance (Khan et al., 2023). Finally, countries should implement policy coherence
mechanisms that integrate digital, financial, and trade strategies through cross-sector task
forces focused on SME inclusion, enabling such inclusion to serve as a lever for national
competitiveness and sustainable economic development (Ramadhan, 2024).
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