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Abstract 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are pivotal drivers of economic 

growth and social development, particularly in developing countries. However, 

these vital entities operate within an increasingly volatile and complex global 

economic landscape, characterized by economic shocks, supply chain disruptions, 

and rapid technological shifts. This environment presents significant challenges, 

including pervasive financial constraints, limited technological adoption, and 

managerial inefficiencies. This academic article, structured in an IMRaD format, 

systematically reviews existing literature to explore how contemporary 

management tools—encompassing digital transformation, strategic planning, 

human capital management, and supply chain resilience—can enhance the 

prospects, resilience, and competitiveness of SMEs in these challenging 

environments. The analysis reveals that while SMEs face unique vulnerabilities, the 

strategic application of these modern tools, supported by tailored policy 

interventions and robust ecosystem support, can mitigate risks, unlock new 

opportunities, and foster sustainable growth. The findings underscore the necessity 

of integrated, context-specific approaches to management and policy to empower 

SMEs as engines of inclusive economic development. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background: The Pivotal Role of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 

(SMEs) in Global Economic Development, Especially in Developing Countries 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are widely recognized as the 

fundamental drivers of economic growth and social progress across the globe, 
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particularly in developing nations. These businesses constitute the vast majority of 

firms worldwide, representing approximately 90% of all businesses and employing 

over 50% of the global workforce.1 In emerging economies, their contribution is 

even more pronounced, accounting for up to 40% of national income (GDP) 1 and 

generating a significant 7 out of every 10 formal jobs.5 Beyond their quantitative 

impact, SMEs are crucial for fostering innovation, reducing poverty, and promoting 

balanced regional development.1 For instance, within the Asian economic 

landscape, SMEs form the backbone, comprising 97% of all businesses and 

employing 69% of the labor force.6 Their widespread presence and substantial 

contributions underscore their strategic importance for national stability and 

prosperity. 

The disproportionate contribution of SMEs to employment and GDP in 

developing economies, where they represent approximately 90% of businesses, 

over 50% of employment, and up to 40% of GDP, highlights their critical role as 

primary engines of economic growth and social stability. This substantial reliance 

on SMEs means that their resilience and growth are not merely sectoral concerns 

but are fundamental to national well-being. For example, the jobs created by SMEs 

offer vital alternatives to gang involvement, illegal migration, and persistent 

poverty, actively shaping a more inclusive workforce and contributing to more 

equitable income distribution.7 This implies that challenges faced by SMEs have 

systemic effects on the entire economy, affecting employment rates, poverty levels, 

and overall social cohesion. Consequently, ensuring the resilience and fostering the 

growth of SMEs becomes a national imperative for achieving broader socio-

economic development goals, positioning SME support as a core national 

development strategy rather than a peripheral economic policy. 

1.2. Context: The Dynamic and Often Turbulent Global Economic 

Landscape 

The contemporary global economy is characterized by an unprecedented level 

of volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA).8 This challenging 

environment is shaped by a confluence of factors, including rapid technological 

transformation 9, recurring global economic crises 10, significant supply chain 

disruptions 10, international trade wars 9, and escalating geopolitical uncertainty.9 

The recent COVID-19 pandemic serves as a stark example, compelling 70% of SMEs 

to rapidly intensify their adoption of digital technologies merely for survival.1 This 

continuous state of flux demands heightened adaptability and strategic foresight 

from businesses of all sizes, particularly SMEs. 

The confluence of economic shocks, supply chain disruptions, climate change 

impacts, and geopolitical uncertainty is often described as a "polycrisis".12 This term 
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signifies that these are not merely isolated events but represent a compounding of 

challenges that exponentially increases the vulnerability of SMEs, particularly those 

in developing countries with weaker inherent resilience. The combined effect of 

these simultaneous shocks can be far greater than the sum of their individual 

impacts, potentially overwhelming the typically limited resources and fragile 

systems of SMEs in developing contexts.10 This situation necessitates a proactive 

and integrated management approach rather than reactive, siloed responses. The 

"polycrisis" thus represents a paradigm shift from managing isolated risks to 

navigating systemic, interconnected vulnerabilities. For SMEs, this means that 

survival and growth depend not just on addressing individual challenges but on 

developing a holistic and integrated resilience strategy that anticipates and adapts 

to complex, cascading disruptions. This underscores a critical need for 

contemporary management tools that foster agility, adaptability, and cross-

functional integration, moving beyond traditional, fragmented approaches. 

1.3. Problem Statement: The Persistent and Exacerbated Challenges Faced by 

SMEs in this Environment 

Despite their vital role, SMEs consistently encounter significant and often 

persistent obstacles that threaten their growth and sustainability. These include 

pervasive financial constraints and limited access to capital 14, substantial barriers 

to technological adoption due to inadequate financial resources and expertise 1, 

critical managerial inefficiencies stemming from a lack of formal training and the 

burden of owners juggling multiple roles 23, intense market competition from 

larger, better-resourced firms 23, inherent supply chain vulnerabilities exacerbated 

by global shocks 26, and complex regulatory environments coupled with trade 

hurdles.15 These challenges are particularly acute and impactful in developing 

countries, where institutional weaknesses and resource scarcity amplify their 

severity.1 

The persistence of these challenges, despite the recognized importance of 

SMEs and various policy efforts, suggests a fundamental mismatch between the 

unique operational realities of SMEs and the prevailing support mechanisms or 

market structures. Many SMEs in developing regions operate with a noticeable 

informal nature, which can impede their access to formal support.24 For instance, 

compliance costs often deter banks from lending to smaller firms, while complex 

documentation requirements frequently exclude SMEs from financial services.17 

Additionally, information asymmetry in financial markets can leave small 

enterprises with limited knowledge about available funding options.16 These 

observations indicate that "one-size-fits-all" solutions, often designed for larger 

enterprises or developed economies, are inadequate and may even inadvertently 
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exacerbate SME vulnerabilities in developing contexts. The design of financial 

systems, regulatory frameworks, and support programs frequently assumes 

characteristics of larger, more formalized businesses, such as extensive collateral, 

dedicated compliance departments, or sophisticated financial records. When these 

assumptions are applied to SMEs, they create disproportionate burdens and 

barriers, effectively negating the intended support. The persistent challenges for 

SMEs in developing countries are therefore not merely isolated problems but 

symptoms of a deeper systemic miscalibration between the formal economic and 

regulatory environment and the informal or resource-constrained realities of SMEs. 

This implies that effective interventions must move beyond incremental 

adjustments to existing frameworks and instead focus on fundamental redesigns 

that are inherently tailored to the unique characteristics of SMEs, fostering an 

ecosystem where their inherent agility can be leveraged rather than stifled. 

1.4. Research Gap: The Need for a Comprehensive Understanding of How 

Contemporary Management Tools Specifically Enhance SME Prospects Amidst 

These Challenges 

Despite the critical importance of SMEs, a comprehensive understanding of 

how contemporary management tools can specifically enhance their prospects in 

the face of global economic shifts remains underexplored. For instance, research on 

Supply Chain Resilience (SCRES) for SMEs in developing countries is notably 

limited and still in its initial phases, with a clear call for more in-depth empirical 

studies on adoption and implementation strategies.26 Similarly, the scholarly 

understanding of SME internationalization in developing nations is "extremely 

low" 27, indicating a significant knowledge void regarding how these businesses can 

effectively expand globally. Furthermore, existing literature often focuses on the 

short-term effects of single policies, neglecting the synergistic impacts of policy 

combinations and their long-term implications.28 This fragmented research 

landscape hinders the development of holistic and integrated strategies essential 

for SME resilience and growth. 

The identified research gaps across supply chain resilience, 

internationalization, and policy synergy for SMEs in developing countries point to 

a critical need for integrated frameworks that transcend single-issue analyses. The 

challenges faced by SMEs—whether financial, technological, human capital, 

market, supply chain, or regulatory—are not isolated but are deeply 

interconnected. For example, technology adoption, a key contemporary tool, 

directly influences access to finance and shapes human capital requirements.1 If 

research primarily addresses these issues in silos, it fails to provide a 

comprehensive roadmap for SMEs operating in a complex, "polycrisis" 
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environment. The explicit call for understanding "policy synergy" in the literature 

directly reflects this need for integrated solutions.28 This indicates that the research 

gap is not merely a lack of studies on specific topics, but a fundamental deficiency 

in integrated, cross-disciplinary analysis of how contemporary management tools 

interact to address the multi-faceted challenges faced by SMEs in developing 

contexts. This implies that future research and policy recommendations must adopt 

a holistic perspective, recognizing that the optimal impact of any single 

management tool is often contingent upon its synergistic application with others, 

within a supportive ecosystem. 

1.5. Research Objectives: 

 To define and characterize SMEs and contemporary management tools in the 

context of developing economies. 

 To systematically identify and analyze the key challenges faced by SMEs in 

developing countries amidst rapid global economic shifts. 

 To explore how contemporary management tools can be leveraged to 

enhance the prospects, resilience, and competitiveness of SMEs in these 

environments. 

 To propose actionable policy implications and recommendations for 

governments and support organizations to foster SME growth and sustainability. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Defining Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs): A Synthesis of 

Various Definitions and Their Characteristics, Particularly in Developing 

Economies 

The classification of Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) is primarily 

based on quantitative thresholds such as the number of employees, annual sales 

turnover, or total assets.4 However, it is crucial to acknowledge that these 

definitions exhibit considerable variability across different countries and even 

within various industries.4 For instance, the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) broadly defines SMEs as enterprises 

employing fewer than 250 people, further subdividing them into micro (fewer than 

10 employees), small (10-49 employees), and medium (50-249 employees) 

categories.32 The European Commission (EU), in its definition, considers SMEs to be 

entities with up to 249 employees, coupled with an annual turnover not exceeding 

€50 million or a balance sheet total not exceeding €43 million.34 In contrast, the 

United States employs a more diversified approach, with SME definitions varying 

significantly by industry, ranging from a maximum of 500 employees for 

manufacturing firms to up to 1,500 for certain mining sectors.4 The World Bank 

acknowledges this wide spectrum of definitions, noting that in China, an SME 



AMERICAN JOURNAL OF MULTIDISCIPLINARY BULLETIN  
                     ISSN: 2996-511X (online) | ResearchBib (IF) = 9.512 IMPACT FACTOR 

   Volume-3| Issue-6| 2025 Published: |30-06-2025| 

157 

could range from 1 to 3000 employees depending on the specific industry.31 

Furthermore, the World Bank has progressively moved away from a rigid 

"developing/developed" country categorization, opting instead for data 

aggregations based on income groups and regions to better reflect economic 

realities.36 

Despite definitional variations, SMEs often share common characteristics. 

They are typically led by a small number of individuals, often the owner or 

founding partners, who concurrently hold senior management roles.37 This 

structure often grants them greater flexibility and adaptability to respond swiftly to 

market changes.29 However, they are frequently constrained by limited financial 

resources and specialized knowledge.37 In developing countries, a significant 

portion of these businesses may also operate with a "noticeable informal nature," 

which can impact their access to formal support mechanisms.24 

Developing countries, often referred to as low- or middle-income economies, 

are nations actively pursuing enhanced industrialization, economic stability, and 

improved living standards.38 They commonly exhibit lower per capita income, high 

levels of poverty, a significant reliance on agriculture, rapid population growth, 

underdeveloped infrastructure, prevalent health challenges, and limited human 

capital.38 These nations frequently contend with a weaker rule of law and a higher 

susceptibility to balance of payments crises.36 

The highly heterogeneous definitions of SMEs across different organizations 

and countries, coupled with the varied characteristics of "developing countries," 

underscore the critical importance of a "context-specific approach" 39 when 

discussing management tools. The absence of a universal definition for SMEs and 

the diverse socio-economic realities within "developing countries" mean that any 

proposed "contemporary management tools" cannot be universally effective 

without significant adaptation. A solution effective for a "medium-sized" enterprise 

in a rapidly industrializing Asian economy, for example, might be entirely 

unsuitable for a "micro-enterprise" in a low-income African nation. This highlights 

that the efficacy of a management tool is not inherent but is highly contingent on 

the specific characteristics of the SME, such as its size, industry, resource 

availability, and level of formality, as well as the nuances of its operating 

environment, including infrastructure quality, regulatory flexibility, and the human 

capital pool. This profound heterogeneity implies that the report must move 

beyond generalized recommendations. Instead, it must emphasize that the 

suitability, feasibility, and ultimate impact of contemporary management tools are 

highly contingent on specific circumstances. This necessitates that policymakers 

and SME owners conduct thorough internal and external analyses, such as SWOT 
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and PESTEL analyses 10, to identify the most appropriate and adaptable tools for 

their unique situation, rather than adopting a "best practice" blindly. This 

underscores the need for flexible frameworks that can be localized and customized 

to maximize their effectiveness. 

2.2. Conceptualizing Contemporary Management Tools: A Detailed 

Overview and Categorization of Modern Management Practices Relevant to 

SMEs 

Contemporary management paradigms have evolved significantly from 

traditional hierarchical models, now operating within a landscape defined by 

unprecedented volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA).8 This 

modern approach emphasizes agility, adaptability, and a holistic understanding of 

the organizational ecosystem, shifting towards more collaborative, decentralized, 

and human-centered methodologies.8 Key categories of contemporary management 

tools relevant to SMEs include: 

 Digital Transformation & Technology Adoption: This encompasses the 

strategic integration of advanced technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), 

the Internet of Things (IoT), big data analytics, cloud computing, e-commerce 

platforms, and mobile applications.1 Digital transformation extends beyond mere 

digitization (automating existing processes) to fundamentally modifying business 

models, altering value chains, and creating new products and services, thereby 

optimizing value creation and delivery.21 It is a strategic and operational shift 

impacting external relationships, internal business processes, and resource 

allocation, including physical assets, human capital, corporate culture, and financial 

resources.21 

 Strategic Planning: This involves systematic processes for setting clear, 

measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART) goals and objectives.44 

It includes conducting comprehensive strategic analyses, such as SWOT (Strengths, 

Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) to evaluate internal and external factors 40, 

and PESTEL (Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, Legal) to 

identify macro-environmental influences.10 Effective strategic planning is identified 

as a crucial success factor for SMEs, enabling them to proactively position 

themselves within their dynamic environments.45 It helps in defining goals, 

outlining steps to achieve them, and monitoring progress with established 

metrics.40 

 Human Capital Management (HCM): HCM focuses on the strategic 

management and development of human capital (HC), recognizing employees as 

valuable assets whose worth can be enhanced through targeted investments in 

education, health, and improved working conditions.29 This includes fostering 
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employee engagement, promoting diversity and inclusion, and implementing 

robust talent development programs.29 High-Performance Work Systems (HPWSs) 

are particularly instrumental in building organizational resilience by cultivating 

both the value and heterogeneity of human capital.46 HCM aims to drive 

capabilities, leadership, commitment, and performance both individually and 

organizationally.29 

 Supply Chain Management (SCM) & Resilience (SCRES): SCM involves 

the strategic coordination of all activities, from raw material sourcing to the final 

product delivery, with the aim of minimizing risks and maximizing operational 

efficiency.47 Supply Chain Resilience (SCRES) specifically focuses on the ability to 

recover from disruptions and ensure continuous operational flow.26 Key attributes 

for resilient supply chains include agility (quick response), adaptability (evolution 

over time), and alignment (shared interests among stakeholders).49 Effective SCM 

also leads to cost reduction, increased revenue, higher productivity, and improved 

risk management.47 

 Collaboration & Networks: This contemporary approach emphasizes 

moving beyond internal silos to foster cross-functional collaboration within the 

organization and establishing robust external partnerships.8 Building strong 

networks is vital for SMEs to overcome inherent resource limitations and gain 

access to tangible and intangible resources.10 For instance, networking capabilities 

significantly and positively affect the internationalization of SMEs, especially for 

smaller firms at inception.6 Collaboration with government policies and effective 

communication can also minimize cyber threats.39 This approach enables resource 

sharing, strengthens innovation, and enhances policy effectiveness through 

complementary actions.28 

 
3. Methodology 

This academic article presents a systematic review of existing literature to 

synthesize findings on small business prospects via contemporary management 

tools, particularly in the context of developing economies amidst global economic 

shifts. The methodology adopted for this review adheres to rigorous academic 

standards to ensure comprehensiveness, objectivity, and the systematic integration 

of diverse research insights. 

3.1. Information Sources and Search Strategy 

The primary information sources for this review included peer-reviewed 

academic journals, conference papers, and reports from reputable international 

organizations. Databases such as ResearchGate, ScholasticaHQ, World Bank, IMF, 

OECD, and various academic publishers (e.g., MDPI, Emerald) were systematically 
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searched. The search strategy employed a combination of keywords and phrases, 

including "Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs)," "developing countries," 

"global economic shifts," "contemporary management tools," "digital 

transformation," "supply chain resilience," "human capital management," "strategic 

planning," "financial constraints," "technological adoption," "managerial 

challenges," and "policy recommendations." Boolean operators (AND, OR) were 

used to refine search queries and capture relevant studies published primarily from 

2010 to 2025, with a particular emphasis on recent publications. 

3.2. Selection Process and Eligibility Criteria 

A multi-stage selection process was implemented to identify the most 

pertinent literature. Initially, titles and abstracts of the search results were screened 

for relevance to the research objectives. Inclusion criteria mandated that studies 

focus on SMEs, address challenges or opportunities in developing countries, 

discuss contemporary management practices or tools, and provide empirical 

evidence or systematic reviews. Exclusion criteria involved studies focusing solely 

on large enterprises, developed economies without comparative analysis, or those 

not directly addressing management practices or their impact on SME performance. 

Full-text articles of potentially relevant papers were then retrieved and thoroughly 

reviewed against the established criteria. To enhance the robustness of the 

selection, a process akin to independent review was employed, where information 

from multiple sources was cross-referenced to confirm findings and identify 

consistent themes. This iterative process ensured that only high-quality, relevant 

studies were included in the synthesis. 

3.3. Data Extraction and Synthesis 

Data extraction involved identifying key findings, empirical results, 

methodologies employed in original studies, and specific challenges and 

opportunities relevant to SMEs. Information pertaining to the definition of SMEs, 

characteristics of developing countries, and the conceptualization of contemporary 

management tools was also meticulously extracted. The extracted data were then 

categorized according to the thematic areas outlined in the research objectives. 

The synthesis of the extracted data employed a qualitative, thematic analysis 

approach. This involved identifying recurring patterns, causal relationships, and 

broader implications across the diverse body of literature. The process moved 

beyond merely summarizing individual study findings to constructing a 

comprehensive narrative that highlights the interconnections between challenges, 

the application of contemporary management tools, and their collective impact on 

SME prospects. Particular attention was paid to identifying overarching themes 

and structural issues that contribute to the persistence of challenges or enhance the 
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efficacy of management tools. This systematic approach allowed for the 

development of nuanced conclusions and actionable recommendations, grounded 

in the synthesized evidence. 

4. Results 

This section presents the synthesized findings from the systematic literature 

review, detailing the challenges faced by SMEs in developing countries and the 

transformative potential of contemporary management tools. 

4.1. Impact of Digital Transformation 

Digital transformation offers significant opportunities for SMEs, enabling 

them to enhance operational efficiency, expand market reach, improve customer 

engagement, foster innovation, and gain a competitive advantage.21 Automation of 

routine tasks through digital tools can lead to substantial time and cost savings, 

with cloud-based accounting systems, for example, reducing processing time by 

over 40%.22 This increased productivity allows for better resource allocation and 

smoother business operations.22 Digital platforms, particularly e-commerce, 

facilitate global market access, enabling SMEs to sell products and services 

worldwide and bypass traditional barriers to entry.22 Studies indicate that SMEs 

engaged in e-commerce are 50% more likely to export.22 Digital transformation also 

enhances customer engagement through personalized marketing campaigns and 

data analytics, leading to increased customer satisfaction and loyalty.22 

Furthermore, adopting digital technology fosters an entrepreneurial and innovative 

culture, allowing SMEs to adapt to fluctuating market trends. Real-time data from 

technologies like AI and IoT aids in informed decision-making and proactive risk 

management, with AI users reporting a 30% increase in decision-making speed.22 

Digitally advanced SMEs have demonstrated up to double the revenue and profit 

growth compared to those with limited digital engagement.22 

Despite these benefits, SMEs face several significant challenges in fully 

embracing digital transformation. Financial constraints represent a major hurdle, as 

the capital investment required for digital solutions is often prohibitive. Unlike 

larger corporations, SMEs struggle to obtain financing from traditional banks for 

new technology initiatives.22 A 2018 survey found that 27% of small businesses 

cited unavailability of capital as the main hindrance to adopting new technologies, 

a situation exacerbated by economic crises like the COVID-19 pandemic.22 Limited 

technical expertise is another critical challenge, with many SMEs lacking the in-

house IT skills needed for effective adoption and maintenance.39 A 2023 World 

Economic Forum study revealed that 64% of SMEs struggle to implement and use 

data from their systems, and 74% fail to realize the full potential value of their data 

investments.22 Data security concerns also pose a significant barrier, as increased 
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digitalization exposes SMEs to cyber-attacks, with 43% of cyberattacks targeting 

small businesses.39 Finally, organizational resistance to change, often stemming 

from adverse organizational culture or fear of job displacement, can impede 

successful digital transformation efforts.39 

To navigate these challenges, frameworks such as the ADAPT model and the 

DASAT framework have been proposed. The ADAPT model emphasizes five 

dimensions: Agency (championing digital change), Destination (establishing a clear 

vision), Association (building supportive networks), Progress (celebrating 

milestones), and Tapestry (harmonizing new tools with existing systems).41 The 

DASAT framework, with its cyclically interrelated elements of Digital Awareness, 

Digital Strategy and Roadmap, Digital Adoption and Implementation, and Digital 

Transformation Continuous Improvement, provides a practical roadmap for SMEs 

to strengthen their competitive advantage.21 These frameworks highlight that 

successful digital transformation is not solely about technology but also about 

organizational flexibility, digital literacy, and the cultivation of supportive 

relationships within the enterprise.21 

4.2. Enhancing Resilience through Supply Chain Management 

Supply Chain Resilience (SCRES) has emerged as a crucial strategy for 

businesses to recover from disruptions in the globalized era.26 However, research 

on SCRES for SMEs in developing countries is notably limited and still in its initial 

phases.26 Most empirical studies have focused on large manufacturing enterprises 

in developed countries, leaving a significant gap in understanding the adoption 

and implementation of SCRES strategies in developing contexts, particularly for 

SMEs.26 Additionally, there is a lack of unified standards for measuring SCRES 

components in some developing regions like China.26 

Despite these research gaps, the importance of SCRES for SMEs is evident. 

Studies, such as one in Indonesia, demonstrate that SCRES strengthens sustainable 

advantage through real-time delivery and sufficient sales capacity during 

pandemic disruptions, and mediates the association between internal integration 

and sustainable advantage.26 Supply Chain Management (SCM) generally offers 

numerous benefits, including cost reduction, increased operational efficiency, 

higher productivity, improved risk management, and better supplier collaboration 

and visibility.47 Effective SCM can significantly reduce operational costs by 

streamlining production and inventory management, leading to positive cash 

flow.47 It also enhances customer satisfaction through timely delivery and product 

availability.47 

Technological advancements play a critical role in enhancing supply chain 

resilience for SMEs. The adoption of artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning 
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(ML), and data analytics is recommended for effective risk management.20 These 

technologies, alongside advanced inventory management systems and digital 

supply chain platforms, can significantly improve visibility, agility, and 

responsiveness within the supply chain.20 For instance, demand forecasting, a key 

feature of SCM software, enables businesses to predict future customer demand 

based on historical data, market trends, and statistical algorithms, thereby 

optimizing inventory levels and reducing waste.50 Automation of routine tasks, 

such as order processing and shipping, further increases efficiency and speed of 

operations.50 SCM software also enhances risk management by providing tools for 

monitoring and managing risks, with predictive analytics forecasting potential 

disruptions and real-time tracking ensuring prompt issue resolution.50 However, 

SMEs face challenges in SCM implementation due to limited financial resources, 

lack of specialized knowledge, and insufficient technological infrastructure.52 The 

high initial investment for SCM systems, including technology and skilled 

personnel, often makes them unaffordable for many SMEs.52 

4.3. Human Capital Management for Adaptability 

Human Capital Management (HCM) is critical for managing and developing 

human capital (HC) within businesses, especially for SMEs navigating the 

challenges of Industry 4.0 (4IR) and global economic changes.29 Investments in HC, 

encompassing education, health, and work ergonomics, are increasingly recognized 

by SMEs as vital for increasing employee value and improving company financial 

situations.29 A positive shift was observed where over half of SMEs in Slovakia 

considered HC investments substantial for future company functioning and a tool 

to attract new employees, possibly influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic which 

highlighted the need for automation and digitalization.29 

Despite this growing recognition, a significant gap exists in evaluating the 

effectiveness of HC investments, particularly in education.29 Many SMEs also 

exhibit a striking lack of adoption of Human Resources Information Systems 

(HRIS) and do not include HC data in their company reports, indicating a broader 

challenge in leveraging data for effective HCM.29 This lack of transparency hinders 

data-driven decisions regarding workforce development. Furthermore, SMEs, 

especially in developing countries, face challenges such as limited knowledge about 

4IR opportunities, financial constraints for technology implementation, and a 

shortage of skilled personnel.39 The increasing reliance on remote work during 

crises also exposes SMEs to heightened cybersecurity risks, as they often lack 

dedicated IT departments.29 

The importance of education and retraining cannot be overstated, as 

investment in HC is crucial for employees to keep pace with new technologies and 
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for companies to remain competitive.29 The shift towards automation necessitates 

that employees acquire new technical, digital, and soft skills.29 High-Performance 

Work Systems (HPWSs) play a pivotal role in building organizational resilience for 

SMEs by cultivating both human capital value and heterogeneity.46 HPWSs 

enhance human capital value through practices like selective staffing, training, and 

performance-related rewards, providing the knowledge and skills for quick 

recovery during disruptions.46 They also foster human capital heterogeneity by 

encouraging teamwork and flexible work arrangements, promoting diverse skill 

pools crucial for generating innovative solutions and adapting to new information 

in disruptive situations.46 Studies confirm that bounce-forward resilience, which 

emphasizes capitalizing on emerging opportunities during disruptions, is 

positively related to firm performance.46 This highlights that strategic investments 

in human capital, coupled with effective HCM systems, are not just about retaining 

talent but are fundamental to an SME's ability to adapt, innovate, and thrive in 

turbulent environments. 

4.4. Strategic Planning and Market Access 

Strategic planning is a crucial contemporary management tool for SMEs, 

enabling them to navigate intense market competition, foster innovation, and 

ensure long-term sustainability.25 It involves setting clear objectives, analyzing 

internal and external factors (e.g., SWOT analysis), and developing actionable plans 

to achieve desired outcomes.40 Effective strategic planning helps SMEs proactively 

position themselves in dynamic environments and is identified as a key success 

factor.45 

However, SMEs often face significant managerial inefficiencies that hinder 

strategic planning. Many owners lack formal training in business management, 

leading to suboptimal decision-making and operational inefficiencies.23 The burden 

of juggling multiple roles, from marketing to finance, can also result in burnout and 

decreased productivity.25 Furthermore, SMEs operate in highly competitive 

markets, contending with larger, more established firms that possess greater 

resources and market reach.23 The rapid pace of technological change and shifting 

consumer preferences further complicates their ability to keep up and remain 

relevant.25 

Market access presents another set of challenges for SMEs, particularly in 

developing countries. These include limited access to finance, inadequate 

infrastructure (e.g., poor transportation networks, unreliable power, limited 

internet connectivity), regulatory constraints, and information asymmetry.15 For 

example, poor infrastructure isolates SMEs from markets and opportunities.16 
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Additionally, complex regulations and costly trade facilitation can hinder MSMEs 

from integrating into global value chains.12 

Despite these obstacles, significant opportunities exist for SMEs to enhance 

market access through contemporary management tools. Digital tools and 

platforms enable SMEs to reach broader markets, streamline operations, and 

improve customer engagement, effectively overcoming geographical limitations.15 

E-commerce, in particular, allows SMEs to tap into global markets.15 Furthermore, 

strong networking capabilities significantly and positively affect the 

internationalization of SMEs, especially for smaller firms at their inception, helping 

them overcome resource limitations.6 Leveraging government programs, local 

market demand, and targeted support initiatives can also create substantial 

opportunities for growth and competitiveness.2 Promoting digital adoption, 

facilitating networking opportunities, and providing financial and non-financial 

assistance (e.g., business incubators, grants, tax concessions, advisory support) are 

crucial policy implications for fostering SME internationalization and market 

expansion.6 

5. Discussion 

5.1. Interconnectedness of Challenges and Tools 

The analysis reveals that the challenges confronting SMEs in developing 

countries are not isolated but are deeply interconnected, forming a complex web 

that amplifies their vulnerability. For instance, financial constraints directly impede 

technology adoption, as SMEs often lack the capital for digital investments.22 This 

limited technology adoption, in turn, exacerbates managerial inefficiencies by 

preventing the automation of routine tasks and hindering data-driven decision-

making.22 Furthermore, inadequate technological capabilities and managerial skills 

weaken an SME's ability to build resilient supply chains or effectively compete in 

global markets.39 

Conversely, contemporary management tools offer synergistic solutions to 

these interconnected problems. Digital transformation, beyond its direct benefits, 

can enhance financial access by enabling digital lending platforms and improving 

financial transparency.15 It also supports human capital development by providing 

access to online training and upskilling opportunities, addressing skill gaps.39 

Strategic planning provides a framework for integrating these tools, ensuring that 

technology adoption and human capital investments align with broader business 

objectives and market opportunities.21 Simultaneously, robust supply chain 

management, supported by digital tools, enhances operational efficiency and risk 

mitigation, directly contributing to an SME's ability to withstand economic 

shocks.20 The cultivation of strong networks and collaborations further amplifies 
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the impact of these tools, facilitating knowledge sharing, resource access, and 

collective resilience.10 The effectiveness of a single management tool is often 

contingent upon its synergistic application with others, within a supportive 

ecosystem. This implies that a holistic and integrated approach to management is 

essential for SMEs to navigate the complex, multi-faceted challenges of a 

"polycrisis" environment. 

5.2. The Role of Policy and Ecosystem Support 

The role of government policies and a supportive ecosystem is paramount in 

fostering SME resilience and growth in developing countries. Policy interventions 

are crucial for correcting market failures and creating a more favorable 

development space for SMEs.28 Key policy priorities include ensuring access to 

finance at adequate terms, promoting the adoption of digital technology, and 

fostering greener business practices.13 

Governments can alleviate financial constraints through targeted financial 

support, such as financial subsidies, loan guarantees, tax incentives, and early-stage 

innovation finance.5 Initiatives like Partial Credit Guarantee Schemes (PCGs) and 

lines of credit have proven effective in increasing SME access to finance, 

particularly for women-managed businesses and start-ups.5 Furthermore, 

improving credit information infrastructure and establishing collateral registries for 

movable assets can significantly enhance financial inclusion.18 

Promoting digital adoption is another critical area. Policymakers should 

employ targeted programs and incentives to accelerate digital uptake, help develop 

digital skills among SME owners and employees, and address structural barriers 

like inadequate business models and lack of high-speed broadband.13 Investments 

in e-commerce platforms, digital payments, and cybersecurity are vital.12 

Capacity-building initiatives are also essential. This includes providing 

business management training, fostering mentorship programs, and establishing 

innovation hubs to enhance product development and competitiveness.2 

Governments should also focus on streamlining regulatory frameworks and 

reducing bureaucratic onboarding procedures, which often disproportionately 

burden SMEs.15 By improving transparency and access to trade information 

through platforms like Trade4MSMEs and the Global Trade Helpdesk, 

governments can ease trade hurdles and facilitate SME integration into global value 

chains.12 

The concept of policy synergy is particularly relevant, where multiple policies 

work together in a coordinated manner to achieve a combined effect greater than 

the sum of individual effects.28 For example, a combination of financial subsidy 

policies and tax-incentive policies can alleviate financial burdens and promote 
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growth.28 Similarly, innovation-incentive policies combined with talent-

introduction policies can jointly promote SME innovation capabilities.28 This 

coordinated approach improves resource allocation efficiency and enhances overall 

policy effectiveness, leading to better financial performance and resource utilization 

for SMEs.28 The effectiveness of policy implementation, however, varies greatly 

across regions, underscoring the need for context-specific and adaptable policy 

frameworks.28 

5.3. Implications for SME Growth and Resilience 

The strategic adoption of contemporary management tools holds profound 

implications for the growth and resilience of SMEs in developing economies. By 

embracing digital transformation, SMEs can achieve significant operational 

efficiencies, reduce costs, and access new markets, thereby increasing revenue and 

competitive advantage.22 This digital leap allows them to compete more effectively 

with larger firms and adapt swiftly to changing market demands.22 

Enhancing supply chain resilience through modern SCM practices and 

technological integration enables SMEs to mitigate disruption risks, ensure 

business continuity, and maintain customer satisfaction even in turbulent times.20 

This proactive approach to risk management is crucial for long-term survival. 

Investing in human capital management, particularly through education and 

high-performance work systems, empowers employees with the necessary skills to 

navigate technological shifts and contribute to organizational adaptability.29 This 

focus on human capital not only improves internal capabilities but also fosters an 

innovative culture essential for sustained growth. 

Finally, a commitment to strategic planning, supported by robust internal and 

external analyses, allows SMEs to proactively identify opportunities, allocate 

resources effectively, and align their operations with a clear vision for the future.40 

This strategic foresight, combined with efforts to build strong networks and 

collaborations, helps overcome resource limitations and facilitates market 

expansion, including internationalization.10 

Ultimately, the successful integration of these contemporary management 

tools transforms SMEs from vulnerable entities into agile, adaptable, and 

competitive forces. This transformation not only ensures their individual survival 

and growth but also reinforces their pivotal role as engines of job creation, poverty 

reduction, and inclusive economic development in developing countries.5 The 

ability of SMEs to leverage these tools, supported by responsive policy frameworks 

and a conducive business environment, is critical for achieving sustainable 

development goals and fostering a more resilient global economy. 

6. Conclusion 
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Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are indispensable to the global 

economy, particularly in developing countries, where they serve as primary drivers 

of employment, economic growth, and social stability. However, their inherent 

vulnerabilities are significantly amplified by the contemporary "polycrisis" 

environment, characterized by compounding economic shocks, supply chain 

disruptions, and rapid technological advancements. These challenges manifest as 

persistent financial constraints, limited technological adoption, managerial 

inefficiencies, and complex regulatory hurdles. The current fragmented 

understanding of how contemporary management tools can holistically address 

these issues underscores a critical research gap. 

This systematic review demonstrates that contemporary management tools—

specifically digital transformation, strategic planning, human capital management, 

and supply chain resilience—offer profound opportunities for SMEs to not only 

survive but thrive amidst these global shifts. Digital transformation enhances 

operational efficiency, expands market reach, and fosters innovation, while 

strategic planning provides the foresight necessary for navigating dynamic 

environments. Effective human capital management builds organizational 

resilience by developing a skilled and adaptable workforce, and robust supply 

chain resilience ensures business continuity during disruptions. The 

interconnectedness of these tools and the synergistic benefits they offer are crucial 

for developing comprehensive and adaptable strategies for SMEs. 

The analysis highlights that the effectiveness of these tools is highly contingent 

on a context-specific approach, acknowledging the diverse characteristics of SMEs 

and developing economies. Furthermore, the persistence of challenges suggests a 

fundamental miscalibration between the formal economic and regulatory 

environment and the operational realities of SMEs. Therefore, tailored policy 

interventions are indispensable, encompassing financial support, digital 

infrastructure development, capacity-building initiatives, and regulatory 

streamlining. Promoting policy synergy, where multiple government initiatives are 

coordinated to achieve greater collective impact, is vital for creating an enabling 

ecosystem. 

In essence, empowering SMEs to leverage contemporary management tools 

requires a multi-faceted approach that integrates internal organizational 

capabilities with external supportive frameworks. This integration is not merely 

about adopting new technologies or practices but about fostering a systemic shift 

towards agility, adaptability, and strategic foresight within the SME sector. 

7. Recommendations 
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Based on the comprehensive analysis of challenges and opportunities for 

SMEs in developing countries through contemporary management tools, the 

following actionable recommendations are proposed for policymakers, SME 

owners/managers, and support organizations: 

7.1. For Policymakers and Governments: 

1. Develop Tailored Financial Inclusion Programs: 

o Implement and expand targeted financial support mechanisms such as loan 

guarantees, microloans, and early-stage innovation finance that account for the 

unique characteristics of SMEs, including their often informal nature and limited 

collateral.14 

o Invest in improving credit information infrastructure and establishing 

collateral registries for movable assets to reduce perceived risks for lenders and 

enhance SME access to formal credit.18 

2. Prioritize Digital Infrastructure and Literacy: 

o Invest in robust digital infrastructure, including high-speed internet access, 

particularly in rural and underserved areas, to bridge the digital divide.15 

o Launch national programs focused on digital literacy and technical skill 

development for SME owners and employees, providing accessible training and 

mentorship to overcome expertise gaps and resistance to change.39 

o Provide grants and subsidies for SMEs to adopt essential digital tools, 

including cybersecurity solutions, to mitigate financial constraints and data security 

concerns.39 

3. Streamline Regulatory Frameworks and Promote Trade Facilitation: 

o Simplify and standardize complex international trade rules and domestic 

regulations to reduce compliance costs and bureaucratic hurdles for SMEs.15 

o Enhance transparency and access to trade information through user-friendly 

platforms and databases, providing guidance on procedures and market 

intelligence.12 

o Actively include MSMEs in global trade negotiations and policy 

development to ensure regulations do not create additional burdens.12 

4. Foster Policy Synergy and Ecosystem Support: 

o Design and implement coordinated policy packages that leverage synergistic 

effects across different areas (e.g., combining innovation incentives with financial 

support) to maximize impact on SME development.28 

o Support the establishment of business incubators, accelerators, and 

science/technology parks with university-industry linkages to provide a conducive 

environment for innovation, networking, and talent development.39 

7.2. For SME Owners and Managers: 
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1. Embrace Holistic Digital Transformation: 

o Adopt a strategic approach to digital transformation, viewing it as a 

fundamental shift in business models and processes, not just technology adoption.21 

o Prioritize investments in digital tools that enhance operational efficiency 

(e.g., cloud-based accounting, automation), market expansion (e.g., e-commerce), 

and customer engagement (e.g., CRM, data analytics).22 

o Invest in continuous training for employees to develop digital and soft skills 

necessary for Industry 4.0, recognizing human capital as a key asset for 

competitiveness.29 

2. Strengthen Strategic Planning and Managerial Competencies: 

o Regularly conduct comprehensive strategic analyses (e.g., SWOT, PESTEL) to 

understand internal capabilities and external market dynamics, informing goal 

setting and resource allocation.40 

o Seek formal training in business management and leadership to overcome 

managerial inefficiencies and improve decision-making.23 

o Leverage mentorship programs and peer networks to gain insights from 

experienced entrepreneurs and address common pitfalls.25 

3. Build Resilient Supply Chains and Robust Networks: 

o Focus on developing supply chain agility, adaptability, and alignment 

through strategic partnerships and information sharing.49 

o Explore and adopt SCM software and digital tools for demand forecasting, 

inventory management, and risk mitigation to enhance operational efficiency and 

reduce costs.20 

o Actively engage in networking activities and collaborations with other 

businesses, industry associations, and government agencies to access resources, 

knowledge, and market opportunities.6 

By strategically implementing these recommendations, SMEs in developing 

countries can not only navigate the complexities of the global economic landscape 

but also unlock their full potential as powerful engines of sustainable and inclusive 

growth. 
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