
1 

 

 

 

 

Terms of Reference (ToR) for a study on 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) Adoption of SMEs in Bangladesh: 

Present Scenario, Challenges and Way Forward 

 

1. Background: 

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are recognized as the engine of economic growth and 

employment generation for sustainable industrialization in both developed and developing 

countries. In recent times, the growing emphasis on inclusive development has drawn further 

impetus to SME development since growing contribution of SMEs to GDP growth, employment 

creation, poverty alleviation, and vertical and horizontal expansion of firms. SMEs, in general, 

labor-intensive industries with low capital investment. 

 

Like in many other countries, SMEs are the lifeline of the economy of Bangladesh. As per the 

Economic Census 2013 (BBS), there are nearly .97 million SMEs including micro enterprises in 

Bangladesh contributing to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) at an estimated 25% (ADB) 2015). 

SMEs account for 12% of the country’s industrial establishments, 32% of industrial employment 

and 40% of the manufacturing output (Economic Census 2013). According to a World Bank report 

(2019), 99% of the non-farm enterprises in Bangladesh are SMEs. In 2013, SMEs including 

cottages created about 20 million jobs in Bangladesh. This is more important as the SMEs play an 

instrumental role in creating economic resilience as, compared to other sectors, their connection 

with the global economy is relatively weak, and they employ a large share of the workforce, mostly 

the poor section of the people.  

 

It is generally considered that adoption of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 

increases productivity in the production process; enhances and increases efficiency of internal 

business operations; and connecting SMEs more easily and cheaply to external contacts. Similarly, 

ICT adoption by SMEs improves the operational efficiency, reduces operational cost, creates 

decent jobs and creativity, and enables SMEs to have global market access. It is found from study 

findings that ICT adoptions by SMEs are faced with many challenges especially having no or poor 

ICT infrastructure, lack of ICT technical and managerial capacity, lack of entrepreneurial endeavor, 

lack of human resources, no comprehensive legal framework, language barriers and lack of 

confidence and trust in new technologies by SME entrepreneurs. In addition, lack of awareness and 

understanding of ICT are also considered as obstacles among SMEs in adopting ICT to enhance 

their business processes. However, debates about the efficient uses of ICT by SMEs in developing 

nations (south Asian, ASEAN and African countries) are being discussed and reported widely. 

 

Amid ongoing Covid-19 pandemic situation, it is important to understand the extent of ICT use in 

the businesses and critical issues of ICT adoption in the SME sector to effectively design the 

programs and the policy supports they need.  

 

Therefore, SME Foundation in collaboration with Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) Bangladesh is 

now going to conduct this study to find out the current scenario and analyze the critical issues of 

SMEs’ ICT adoption in Bangladesh. The study shall find out the success factors for effective 

adoption of ICT in the SMEs when there are prevalent constraints such as limited access to markets 

& finance, lack of awareness to global markets, unfriendly business environment, poor 

management skills and lack of updated technology exist in the sector.  This study will look into the 

extent of the impact of the ICT adoption of SMEs and their coping mechanisms and provide policy 

recommendations to support them.  
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2. Objective:  

The objective of the study is to investigate and measure the present situation, prospects and 

challenges of ICT adoption of SMEs in Bangladesh. The study will also find out the driving forces 

of ICT adoption, benefits and barriers to ICT adoption by SMEs. 

 

2.1 Specific Objectives: 

• To find out the current status of ICT adoption in the SME sector in Bangladesh;  

• To review the legal framework to enable ICT adoption in the SME sector;  

• To explore the driving forces of ICT adoption in the SME sector; 

• To investigate and measure the impacts of ICT adoption on the SME businesses; 

• To find out available ICT facilities for SMEs in the public-private sector;  

• To analyze the benefits, challenges and barriers to SMEs’ ICT adoption; 

• To draw lessons from the global experiences and best practices; 

• To recommend the way forward for the ICT adoption of SMEs in Bangladesh.  

 

3. Scope of Work: 

• Review and analyze various documents, govt. policies and other documents; 

• Analyze the scope of SMEs’ ICT adoption in Bangladesh; 

• Explores ICT related services and tools for SMEs; 

• Review the challenges and barriers faced by the SMEs adopting ICT; 

• Analyze ICT-based innovation to create future opportunities for SMEs in Bangladesh; 

• Explore the ways/techniques those can help SMEs to increase their value chains beyond 

national borders using ICT tools; 

• Explore the ways which can help to sustain SMEs in the challenging time (like Covid-19 

pandemic); 

• Analyze the policy measures and the ways to implement these measures in the best way; 

• Collect current data through interviewing the key informants such as policy makers, business 

people, business apex bodies, ICT entrepreneurs, etc.   

• Organize consultation meetings to collect information and validate the report in a validation 

workshop at the national level to get feedback on the findings; 

• Review the relevant policies & programs for the SMEs of other relevant/similar countries 

(South Asian countries, ASEAN, Kenya, South-Africa etc.).  

 

4. Methodology & Task Specification: 

• The short-listed researchers will propose a detailed methodology and work plan of the study 

complying with the objectives;  

• The study will be based on qualitative research approach. As per the scope of work the information 

will be collected mainly from secondary sources like reports/journals, websites and also from 

primary sources like Key Informant Interviews (KIIs), Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), 

consultation meetings etc.  

• A sound review of literature is to be conducted and presented;  

• At least three (03) case studies of SMEs shall be conducted (SMEs’ ICT adoption) in 

consultation with SME Foundation; 

• The researchers shall prepare ICT adoption status on different sectors (for example, Leather & 

Leather Goods industry, Light Engineering Industry, Plastic Industry, Agro & Food processing 

Sector, Designer goods industry, Electricals & Electronics industry etc.); 

• The researchers shall also analyze the impact of ICT adoption on their businesses; 

• The research team shall also identify, if any, inconsistent regulations/policies that are impeding 

the SMEs’ ICT adoption; 

• The research team shall propose a comprehensive work plan with every detail of field activities 

including but not limited to planned tasks, person-days, schedule, duration etc.; 
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• The researchers shall propose a budget with every breakup details (segment wise). 

 

5. Work Modalities:  

• A two-member researcher team will conduct the study (one lead researcher and one co-

researcher). They will be responsible for drafting the reports and other deliverables; 

• A review committee (03 members) will review the process as well as comment on the reports;  

• The researchers will get feedback from the SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh time to time 

on the way of finalizing the report; 

• During the study period, official from SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh will provide 

supports to the researchers as and when necessary; 

• SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh can support to the researchers to organize the validation 

workshop/program, if required.   

 

6.  Reporting Requirements: 

• The written report is expected to respond to all the tasks identified in the ToR and follow the 

standard reporting format; 

• The researchers shall be engaged and responsible for sharing research work, meeting with SME 

Foundation and FES Bangladesh, workshop preparation, at separate times; 

• The researchers shall finalize the paper incorporating the recommendations from a validation 

workshop; 

• Necessary amendments, updates, changes shall be done for the finalization of reports by the 

researchers in consultation with SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh; 

• Report is to be submitted to Managing Director, SME Foundation. After reviewing the report, 

SME Foundation will handover it to FES Bangladesh.  

 

7. Specification of the Report: 

• The report shall contain the main points on the first page in 3 to 4 bullet points; 

• There should be regular consultations among SME Foundation, FES Bangladesh and the 

researchers, while carrying out the study;  

• An executive summary of 1000-1500 words needs to be prepared; 

• The publication is to be finalized through a review process as well as plagiarism checks; 

• The authenticity of the data needs to be ensured by participation of a panel of resource persons 

in the process. 

 

8. Time Frame (Tentative): 

SL Activity 
Month 

1 2 3 4 5 

1.  Awarding the Task      

2.  Submission of Inception Report      

3.  
Review and collection of Secondary materials, reports, 

conducting FGDs, KIIs etc. and report preparation 
     

4.  Submission of Draft Report      

5.  Draft Report Review and Validation Workshop       

6.  
Submission of Final report (by incorporating 

recommendations from validation workshop). 
     

 

9. Remuneration and payment 

• A fixed amount of consultancy fees for the study will be finalized as per FES norms in 

consultation with the researchers and paid by FES Bangladesh;  

• The full amount of the honorarium will be paid per cheque to the name of researchers in three 

instalments. First instalment (10% of the contract price) shall be paid upon acceptance of the 

inception report, second instalment (40% of the contract price) shall be paid upon acceptance of 
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the draft report and the final one (50% of the contract price) shall be paid after finalization and 

acceptance of the final report by November 2021; 

• The inception report and final report will be finalized/accepted upon certification from SME 

Foundation and FES Bangladesh;  

• Income tax will be inclusive to the amount and that will be deducted at source. A challan will 

be provided to the researchers later;  

• FES Bangladesh will deposit the VAT separately on the behalf. The acknowledgement of VAT 

deduction at source challan can be delivered subsequently to the Contributor;  

• Validation/consultation workshops will be organized jointly by SME Foundation, FES 

Bangladesh and the researchers. All the costs related to workshop will be borne by FES 

Bangladesh. 

• Other than those, no cost for taking interviews, transports, organizing FGDs, KIIs, mobile bills, 

and related things will not be reimbursed.  

 

10. Declarations and representations 

• By signing the contract, the researchers certify that they are not in a situation of conflict of 

interest in relation to this contract; 

• The researchers may request that their names will not be used in connection with the service, if 

such is processed or changed. Otherwise, the researchers will be referred to as the author of the 

study;  

• The deliverables that are produced as part of this contract will be the property of SME 

Foundation & FES Bangladesh and they reserve the rights to use the deliverables; 

• Confidentiality of every information that belongs to SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh 

should be maintained strictly by the researchers at all times; 

• SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh shall reserve all rights for adding any dimension to the 

study; 

 

11. Termination of the contract  

• SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh reserve the right to terminate the contract without prior 

notice in case of failure to fulfill/complete the assignment satisfactorily. 

• Plagiarism and lack of authenticity of data will cause automatic termination of the contract. In 

case of fraud, money (paid) must be back to the authority. 

 

12. Technical Evaluation Criteria for two researchers (one lead researcher and one co-

researcher):   

 

Lead Researcher & Co-Researcher 

 

• Lead researcher shall be a Senior Researcher / Professor (PhD holders are preferred) to guide, 

monitor, evaluate and analyze the entire process. Having knowledge on Bangladeshi SME 

development as well as global SME development will be preferred; 

• The co-researcher shall have SME related research experience as well as experience and 

knowledge to assist lead researcher all the way to complete the task. 

• Either of the lead researcher or co-researcher must have research experience and knowledge in 

the related field (ICT Sector). 

 

13. Steps for selection of researchers: 

a) Request for expression of Interest (EOI); 

b) Short listing of EOI; 

c) Request for Proposal Submission (research and financial proposal); 

d) Evaluation of the proposals; 

e) Awarding the task. 
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14. Expected deliverables: 

a) Inception Report; 

b) Draft Report; 

c) Proceedings of the validation workshop; and 

d) Final Report (Hard and soft copy). 

 

15. Submission of the Application: 

• Interested researchers shall respond to the expression of interest (EOI) and demonstrate that 

they are qualified to perform the services; 

• Researchers shall submit technical and financial proposal along with a CV and a TIN copy after 

short listing;  

• Hard copy in a sealed envelope to:  

• Managing Director, SME Foundation, Parjatan Bhaban, E-5/C-1, Agargaon Administrative 

Area, Sher-e-Bangla Nagar, Dhaka-1207 

• In case of soft copy submission: (masum.billah@smef.gov.bd)    

 

16. Copyright 

• Copyright of the study report prepared by the researchers under this contract will be reserved by 

SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh. 

• Any part of the report cannot be shared, sold or reproduced in any manner without the prior 

written approval of SME Foundation and FES Bangladesh. 
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