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1. Introduction

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMES) constitute the backbone of most global economies, contributing significantly to
employment, innovation, and GDP (30). Despite their importance, SMEs often face considerable limitations in terms of financial
capital, human resources, and technological infrastructure, placing them at a disadvantage in a rapidly digitizing business
environment (39). The advent of digital technologies, cloud computing, data analytics, artificial intelligence (Al), and the Internet
of Things (1oT), presents vast opportunities for SMEs to reimagine their operations and unlock sales growth.

Digital transformation involves not merely the adoption of discrete technologies, but the holistic integration of digital tools into
business models, value creation, and customer engagement strategies (47; 9). For small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs),
the evolving technological landscape presents both opportunities and challenges; while it fosters greater operational flexibility,
innovation, and competitive advantage, it simultaneously introduces strategic, financial, and technological complexities that can
impede successful digital transformation (6; 28).

Theoretical frameworks guiding this review include:

e Resource-Based View (RBV): Highlights the role of unique digital capabilities (e.g., IT infrastructure, knowledge assets)
in enhancing firm performance (8).

e Dynamic Capabilities Theory: Emphasizes agility in seizing digital opportunities and reconfiguring resources for
competitive advantage.
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e Knowledge-Based View: Focuses on knowledge
acquisition, dissemination, and application as core to
digital performance

e Upper Echelons Theory: Links leadership vision and
digital commitment to organizational outcomes (19).

2. Methodology

2.1 Research Design

The study adopted a descriptive, inductive, and interpretivist
approach, consistent with Saunders et al.’s (2009) [
research ‘onion’ model. A Systematic Literature Review
(SLR) framework was chosen to ensure transparency,
replicability, and objectivity in the process of identifying and
synthesizing evidence from scholarly sources (46). The
review focused on qualitative and quantitative peer-reviewed
publications exploring digital transformation in SMEs
between 2013 and 2023.
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2.2 Database Search Strategy

A comprehensive search was conducted using Google

Scholar, recognized for its wide indexing of academic

literature. The following Boolean combinations (18) were

used:

e "digital transformation" AND SMEs AND sales

e "technology adoption" AND SMEs AND barriers

e "digitalization" AND small businesses AND growth
drivers

e "e-commerce adoption” OR "cloud computing” OR
"social media" AND SMEs

The initial search returned 1,970 articles. Titles and abstracts
were screened for relevance, and duplicates were removed.
The remaining articles were subjected to further eligibility
checks using inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Articles Identified
through Google School
Articlezseresned sm prer 62
review and publicatien Articles
Jeurzal Impertant les Excluded
than 1.0
Articles screened on 24
Relevance to study Articles
Excluded
Articles screened on el
publication date I Articles
earlier than 2013. Excluded
Articles screened on Sd4
Duplication studies . Articles
’ Excluded
Articles screened on 104
Langusge. > Articles
Excluded
Articles include in
systematic literature
review= 40

Fig 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram for SLR

2.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion criteria:

e Peer-reviewed articles

English language

Journal impact factor > 1.0

Focus on SMEs and digital transformation

Exclusion criteria:

e Non-peer-reviewed sources

e Non-English publications

e Articles published before 2013

This process led to a final selection of 40 peer-reviewed
studies which were included in this review (see Table 2 for
summary), covering various industries and geographies.

Table 1: Article Selection Process Summary

Stage Number of Articles
Initial articles identified 1,970
Removed: Low-impact journals 362
Removed: Non-SME relevance 544
Removed: Duplicates 900
Removed: Non-English 100
Final articles included 40
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3. Results
3.1. Study Distribution by Year and Study Type

Number of Articles
w
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1 t
2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
Year

Fig 2: Publication Trends Chart showing the number of articles published per year (2013 — 2023) on SME digital transformation and sales
performance.

Mixed-Methods Study

Review Comparative Study

Multicriteria Approach Systematic Review

Survey
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Empirical Study

Fig 3: Pie-chart of Study Type Distribution illustrating the proportion of empirical, case study, systematic review, and mixed/other
methodologies in the reviewed articles.

Top Drivers Top Barriers

Innovation Lack of Resources

Efficiency Lack of Digital Skills

Competitive Advantage Resistance to Change

Globalization/Market Reach Cost of Technology

Sustainability Regulatory/Infrastructure Issues

Organizational Culture Lack of Awareness

0 10 20 30 40 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35
Frequency (No. of Studies) Frequency (No. of Studies)

Fig 4: Bar chart illustrating Top Internal Drivers and Top Barriers influencing SME sales performance through digital transformation, based
on frequency across reviewed studies.
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Table 2: Most Frequently Cited Internal Technological Drivers and Barriers

Drivers Frequency Barriers Frequency
Innovation 38 Lack of Resources 34
Efficiency 36 Lack of Digital Skills 29
Competitive Advantage 27 Resistance to Change 24
Globalization/Market Reach 14 Cost of Technology 20
Sustainability 11 Regulatory/Infrastructure Issues 15
Organizational Culture 4 Lack of Awareness 11
4. Discussion markets.

This systematic review of 40 studies provides comprehensive
insights into the technological drivers and barriers
influencing sales performance in small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). The findings underscore the dual nature
of digital transformation in the SME context, offering
significant opportunities for sales enhancement while
simultaneously  revealing persistent limitations that
undermine its full potential.

4.1. Publication Trends (2013-2023)

The publication trend (Fig. 2) chart shows a sharp increase in
scholarly output since 2020, highlighting growing academic
attention on digital transformation in SMEs. This surge
reflects the heightened urgency brought on by the COVID-19
pandemic, which pushed many small businesses to adopt
digital tools for survival and growth. The increased research
interest indicates a broader recognition of digital technologies
as strategic enablers of SME growth, with sales performance
being a core performance metric.

4.2. Study Type Distribution

The pie chart (Fig. 3) reveals that empirical studies dominate
the literature (57.5%), suggesting that claims about
technology’s sales impact are grounded in real-world
evidence. The presence of systematic reviews and mixed-
methods studies also underscores a maturing research field,
where scholars are not only exploring new cases but also
synthesizing patterns across multiple contexts. This diversity
strengthens the reliability of the review’s findings and
validates the link between digital transformation and
improved sales outcomes.

4.3 Top Drivers of Digital Transformation in SMEs

1. Innovation emerged as the most frequently cited driver
(Fig 4), appearing in 95% of the studies (1; 2; 3; 12; 13;
14; 16; 17; 18; 21 - 29; 30; 32; 33; 34; 44; 45; 48). For
SMEs, innovation here extends beyond new products or
services to include the creative application of digital
tools that streamline sales workflows, personalize
customer engagement, and differentiate offerings,
enabling SMEs to adapt swiftly to market demands and
build competitive advantages.

2. Efficiency was another dominant driver, closely linked
with process optimization, automation, and reduced
operational costs. Studies such as (1-4; 9; 14; 21; 27; 28;
32; 34-36) demonstrated how digital solutions enable
leaner operations and more responsive customer service,
thereby boosting sales capabilities.

3. Competitive Advantage and Pressure were widely
noted (12; 13; 21; 25; 28; 32; 35; 48), suggesting that
SMEs are compelled to transform digitally in response
to market demands, competitor actions, and shifting
consumer expectations. Digital readiness allows SMEs
to differentiate their offerings and expand into new

4. Sustainability and Environmental Concerns also
emerged as noteworthy drivers (3; 17; 22; 23; 40; 48),
particularly in industries facing environmental
regulations or stakeholder pressure to adopt green
practices. Digital tools in such contexts facilitate energy
monitoring, supply chain transparency, and sustainable

production.
5. Globalization and Market Expansion were
increasingly identified as strategic motivations,

especially among SMEs in emerging economies seeking
to access international markets. Technology enables
cross-border reach, digital marketing, and integration
with global supply chains (5; 14; 32; 33; 34; 41; 43; 48).
For instance, an Indonesian SME in Anatan and Nur’s
(2023) BI study saw a 22% increase in quarterly sales
after adopting integrated digital channels, demonstrating
how scalable, low-cost technologies can effectively
expand sales reach.

6. Organizational Culture and Adaptability were
highlighted in a subset of studies (14; 23; 43; 45),
emphasizing that firms with a learning-oriented or
innovation-driven culture are more likely to successfully
implement technologies that directly or indirectly
enhance sales performance.

4.4 Barriers to Digital Transformation in SMEs

Despite widespread enthusiasm for digital transformation,

several persistent barriers were identified across the

literature.

1. Lack of resources, financial, technological, or human:
was the most cited barrier (1; 7; 9; 14; 24; 29; 35; 36; 37;
40). SMEs often struggle with budget constraints,
making it difficult to invest in advanced tools or sustain
transformation efforts over time.

2. Skills Gaps and Digital Competence Deficiencies were
prominent across studies (13; 14; 24; 25; 37; 43). SMEs
commonly lack personnel with the technical know-how
required to manage, maintain, and strategically deploy
digital systems for sales optimization.

3. Resistance to Change: whether at the leadership or
employee level: was identified as a major internal hurdle
(7; 14; 17; 23; 45). In several cases, even when tools
were available, reluctance to shift from traditional
models or uncertainty about technology outcomes
hampered implementation and sales benefits.

4, Cost of Adoption remains a consistent theme,
particularly in manufacturing and retail sectors where
integration requires significant capital (1; 7; 9; 24; 29;
36; 37).

5. Regulatory  Constraints  and Infrastructure
Challenges were especially evident in studies from
developing regions (7; 14; 40; 48), where digital
transformation is limited by policy rigidity, inadequate
I.T. infrastructure, or unclear compliance frameworks.
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6. Lack of Awareness of digital opportunities was another
repeated barrier, particularly in earlier studies (3; 11; 29;
32; 40), where SMEs had not yet internalized the full
scope of benefits digital technologies could bring to
customer acquisition and retention.

7. Security Concerns, Leadership Deficiencies, and
Uncertainty were also present, albeit less frequently.
These highlight the psychological and governance-
related apprehensions SMEs face when dealing with
transformation initiatives that impact sensitive customer
and sales data (7; 13; 14; 15; 17; 37). This in addition to
uncertainties around ROI, complex regulations, and
limited digital awareness, particularly in developing
markets, exacerbate these challenges (9; 17; 21; 30; 40;
43). As illustrated by Ramdani et al., (2022) %, even
when tools are available, internal resistance can lead to
missed opportunities and stagnant sales.

4.5. Industry and Regional Insights

The majority of the reviewed studies focused on SMEs in
general industry contexts, though a substantial number were
concentrated in manufacturing (e.g. 3; 9; 24). In this sector,
the intersection of digital transformation and operational
efficiency was most pronounced, with implications for
streamlined production, improved sales forecasting, and
faster go-to-market cycles.

Regionally, while many studies were cross-national, those
explicitly situated in Asia (e.g., 5; 13; 25) and Europe (e.g.,
7; 34, 41) highlighted unique contextual challenges, such as
regulatory environments, infrastructure readiness, and
cultural adoption dynamics that shaped both drivers and
barriers.

4.6. Implications for SME Sales Performance

The findings suggest that digital transformation significantly
enhances SME sales performance when aligned with internal
innovation capacity, market responsiveness, and supportive
external conditions. Innovation and efficiency improvements
boost product visibility, streamline customer engagement,
and enable data-driven decision-making. However,
transformation success is heavily contingent upon
overcoming resource shortages, skills deficits, and cultural
inertia.

For policymakers and ecosystem enablers, the review
highlights the importance of targeted digital skill
development, subsidized infrastructure, and policy reforms
tailored to SME contexts. For SME leaders, fostering a
culture of innovation, investing in change management, and
strategically planning technology adoption are essential to
translating digital transformation into tangible sales
performance gains.

4.7 Synthesis of Drivers and Barriers: A Dual Reality
Table 2 summarizes the most frequently cited technological
drivers and barriers associated with SME sales performance
across the reviewed studies. This synthesis illustrates a dual
reality for SMEs: while the tools to enhance sales
performance exist and are increasingly accessible, the
internal and external contexts in which SMEs operate often
inhibit their effective use.

4.8 Implications for Practice and Policy
For SMEs, the implications are clear: technology alone does
not drive sales performance, strategic alignment, capacity-
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building, and cultural openness are equally critical.

Leadership must prioritize the development of digital sales

strategies that align technological investments with customer

needs, market trends, and internal capabilities. From a policy

perspective, the findings support the need for targeted

interventions in the form of:

e Digital upskilling programs for SME workforces;

e Financial subsidies or low-interest loans for tech
adoption;

o Simplified regulatory frameworks supporting e-
commerce and data exchange.

Notably, Bollweg et al. (2020) ™ illustrated that a retail SME
achieved a 31% increase in sales following the deployment
of an integrated POS and loyalty platform, a success largely
attributed to managerial efforts in staff onboarding and the
provision of performance-based incentives that fostered
effective digital tool utilization.

5. Conclusion

This systematic review provides a structured synthesis of
how digital transformation influences sales performance in
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), highlighting
both its enabling factors and limiting conditions. The
evidence demonstrates that when supported by internal
drivers such as innovation, leadership commitment, and
organizational culture, as well as external enablers like cloud
technologies, e-commerce platforms, and social media,
digital tools significantly enhance SME agility, efficiency,
and customer responsiveness. Theoretical frameworks
including the Resource-Based View, Dynamic Capabilities,
and Upper Echelons Theory contextualize these findings,
illustrating how SMEs can convert digital capabilities into
measurable sales gains. However, structural and behavioral
barriers, such as financial constraints, digital skill deficits,
and organizational resistance, continue to impede broader
adoption,  particularly in  resource-limited  settings.
Addressing these challenges requires coordinated efforts:
SME leaders must foster digital readiness and innovation
culture, while policymakers must strengthen digital
infrastructure, streamline regulation, and expand access to
technical and financial support. Although bounded by
contextual and methodological limitations, this review offers
a valuable foundation for future research and policy action
aimed at unlocking the full sales potential of digital
transformation in SMEs.
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