,@) (3

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON DIGITAL, SOCIAL, AND SCIENCE
on Bl e T VOL. 02 (2025)
ISSN 3063-3303

Exploring the Future of SMEs: Emerging Trends and
Strategic Responses

Sri Djatnika Sya’diah
Faculty of Economics and Business, Padjadjaran University, Bandung, Indonesia

*Corresponding author: sri.djatnika@unpad.ac.id

ABSTRACT

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a pivotal role in driving economic growth and innovation globally.
However, the rapid pace of technological advancement and shifting market expectations present both complex
challenges and unprecedented opportunities. This paper offers a unique contribution by conducting a Systematic
Literature Review (SLR) that not only identifies major future trends impacting SMEs such as digital
transformation, sustainability, and globalization but also integrates these insights into a strategic response
framework tailored for SME contexts. Drawing from academic journals, industry reports, and case studies, the
research addresses a critical question: What emerging forces are shaping the future of SMEs, and how can they
respond effectively? Beyond mapping trends, this study proposes a practical roadmap for SMEs to adopt agile
Strategies, invest in adaptive digital infrastructure, and embed sustainability into their core operations. The
findings provide a theoretical lens for understanding future SME dynamics and a practical guide for navigating
change. Ultimately, the study underscores the importance of proactive adaptation to ensure long-term resilience
and competitiveness in a rapidly evolving global business landscape.

Keywords: Digital Transformation, Future Trends in SMEs, Globalization, Strategic Planning, Sustainability.

1. INTRODUCTION

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a critical role in the global economy,
contributing significantly to employment, innovation, and local development. Representing
more than 90% of all businesses worldwide, SMEs are responsible for a substantial portion of
global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Bayraktar & Algan, 2019). Despite their importance,
SMEs are currently navigating an increasingly complex and dynamic environment shaped by
rapid technological advancement, shifting consumer behavior, and intensifying global
competition. These changes, while offering opportunities, also pose significant challenges
that demand strategic adaptation.

The central problem faced by SMEs today lies in their limited capacity to anticipate and
respond to emerging trends. Many lack the resources and strategic foresight to cope with
disruptive forces such as digital transformation, globalization, and sustainability
requirements. As a result, there is a pressing need to better understand the future landscape of
SMEs and to identify the key trends that will determine their competitiveness and survival in
the coming years.

Previous studies have primarily focused on the current state of SMEs, exploring topics
such as innovation, resource management, and operational efficiency (Gamidullaeva et al.,
2020; Gherghina et al., 2020). While these insights are valuable, they often overlook a
forward-looking perspective that addresses how SMEs can proactively prepare for the future.
Furthermore, much of the existing literature treats digitalization, sustainability, and
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internationalization in isolation, without examining their interconnected impacts on SME
strategy and performance. Integrating these dimensions is crucial, as recent studies emphasize
that strategic alignment across digital, environmental, and global domains enhances
organizational adaptability and resilience in volatile markets (Fleron et al.,2021; Zhong et al.,
2023). This research extends beyond these earlier studies by adopting an integrative,
future-oriented approach that synthesizes cross-cutting trends and translates them into
cohesive strategic insights for SMEs. It specifically addresses how the convergence of digital,
environmental, and global pressures creates new strategic imperatives—an aspect that
remains underexplored in prior work

The purpose of this study is to conduct a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to identify
and synthesize the major emerging trends influencing SMEs between 2015 and 2024, and to
analyze the strategic implications of these trends. This approach enables a comprehensive and
evidence-based understanding of how SMEs can adapt and thrive in a rapidly evolving
business environment. The review draws from 35 peer-reviewed articles across disciplines
such as business research, sustainability, entrepreneurship, and manufacturing, offering a
holistic view of the challenges and opportunities ahead.

What distinguishes this research is its integrative approach to trend analysis and its
emphasis on practical strategy. By categorizing the findings into three core themes—digital
transformation, sustainability, and global market integration—this study provides actionable
insights and strategic recommendations tailored for SMEs. It also introduces the concept of
aligning SME strategies across digital, environmental, and international domains, reflecting
the growing importance of multidimensional resilience.

The innovation of this study lies in its ability to connect fragmented bodies of knowledge
and translate them into a cohesive strategic framework. Unlike conventional reviews, it not
only identifies what is changing but also addresses how SMEs can respond effectively. This
forward-looking perspective contributes new value by equipping SMEs, policymakers, and
researchers with insights necessary to shape sustainable and competitive futures.

In doing so, this paper contributes to both academic discourse and practical business
planning, offering a roadmap for SMEs to navigate uncertainty and seize new growth
opportunities in the post-pandemic, digitally-driven, and sustainability-focused global
economy.

2. METHODS

This study adopted a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology to explore and
evaluate scholarly work related to future trends influencing SMEs. The process followed
established frameworks used in management research, as outlined by Denyer & Tranfield
(2009) and Tranfield et al. (2003a). Unlike traditional reviews that rely on heuristic or
informal techniques, systematic reviews apply a clearly defined, structured protocol to
identify, assess, and synthesize existing literature (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010). These
transparent and replicable methods help improve the reliability and rigor of the review
process and outcomes (Tranfield et al., 2003b; Zhang et al., 2022). The main stages involved
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included the creation of search strings, formulation of inclusion criteria, selection of relevant
studies, and subsequent analysis and synthesis of the findings.

1.1.  Search Strategy and Database Selection

One of the primary benefits of this approach is its ability to guide future research
directions and provide strong justification for new investigations rather than simply
replicating prior studies (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). The literature was sourced from
Scopus, a well-established and comprehensive academic database known for its stringent
criteria in selecting high-quality journals (Harzing & Alakangas, 2016). The search focused
on publications from 2015-2024. To optimize the search process, the Publish or Perish
software was utilized. The keywords employed in the search query included: “SME,”
“Future,” and “Trend.”

1.2.  Study Selection Process

The selection of relevant studies was guided by the PRISMA flow diagram (see Figure
1). The initial search yielded 101 articles from the Scopus database, derived through keyword
queries and filtered using predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. The search was
limited to peer-reviewed journal articles published in English, as these are widely regarded as
the most credible sources of academic knowledge, reflecting thorough peer evaluation and
scholarly merit.

5 Records removed before screening:
k-1 - o N Duplicate records (n = 20)
§ ‘ Flgc;:js \dennﬂ\?d“f(;?m. }—D Records marked as ineligible by automation
E ases (n = ) tools (n = 12)
8 Records removed for other reasans (n = 11)
Records screened Records excluded
(n=58) (n=11)
2 Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved
5 (n=47) n=5)
£
@
Reports assessed for eligibility F!?%nrts excluded:
(n=42) eory (n=3)
Data (n=4)

MNew studies included in review
(n=35)

Reports of new included studies
(n=385

Included

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram
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1.3.  Analysis and Synthesis

The final set of 35 articles underwent a structured and detailed analysis to uncover the
major emerging trends impacting the SME sector. These trends were categorized into three
core themes: digital transformation, sustainability, and integration into global markets—each
playing a vital role in shaping the future landscape for SMEs. During the synthesis process,
these trends were examined in relation to their strategic significance for small and medium
enterprises, resulting in a practical framework to support business adaptation and innovation.

In particular, research is still lacking in exploring how digital transformation,
sustainability, and internationalization interact and reinforce one another within SME
strategic planning. There is also a gap in longitudinal studies that examine how SMEs
implement integrated strategies over time, especially in emerging economies. Furthermore,
deeper investigation is needed into the role of human capital and organizational learning in
supporting multidimensional adaptation.

Overall, the findings affirm the importance of the identified trends and offer actionable
recommendations that SMEs can use to better prepare for uncertainty. These insights form a
foundation for strategic decision-making, ensuring SMEs can remain agile, competitive, and
sustainable in a rapidly evolving global business environment. The comprehensive analysis
highlights the key areas where SMEs should concentrate their efforts to effectively respond to
future challenges and disruptions.From the initial pool, 43 documents—including conference
papers, book chapters, and other non-journal sources—were excluded due to their failure to
meet the peer-review requirement. Articles not published in English were also removed,
recognizing English as the predominant language in academic discourse. A title screening
process further eliminated 11 articles that did not align with the research focus. Additional
scrutiny of abstracts and full texts resulted in the exclusion of 5 more articles for not fulfilling
the inclusion criteria, while 7 others were rejected due to incomplete information or weak
theoretical grounding.

Ultimately, 35 articles were selected for the final analysis. These articles were deemed
the most relevant and comprehensive in capturing the emerging trends shaping the future of
SMEs and their strategic implications. The curated selection allowed for a systematic
categorization of trends and the formulation of actionable strategic insights for SME
stakeholders based on consolidated academic evidence.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Publication Trends by Year

As illustrated in Figure 2, scholarly interest in topics such as Digital Transformation,
Innovation and Competitiveness, and Sustainability in SMEs has grown steadily over the
years. The data indicates that in 2015, there were 4 publications, followed by 1 article in
2017, and 3 in 2018. A noticeable spike occurred in 2020, with 7 publications, reflecting
heightened attention to these topics.

379

ebiz
@

PT EBIZ PRIMA NUSA




&

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON DIGITAL, SOCIAL, AND SCIENCE
on Bl e T VOL. 02 (2025)
ISSN 3063-3303

In subsequent years, publication output remained consistent, with 4 articles in 2021, 6 in
2022, 4 in 2023, and 6 more in 2024. The sharp rise in 2020 likely correlates with the
COVID-19 pandemic, which compelled many SMEs to prioritize digital transformation to
ensure business continuity and post-crisis recovery. This trend is supported by Azyabi (2021),
who found that many SME:s effectively adjusted to pandemic-related challenges.

The resource constraints experienced by SMEs—especially in the early stages of the
pandemic—intensified academic and industry discussions around innovation and adaptability,
contributing to the increase in research publications. The pandemic's disruptive impact
highlighted the urgent need for SMEs to evolve, sparking deeper exploration into how they
could strategically navigate such crises through technology and innovation.

6 2017 2018 JJI. 2020 2021 2021 2023 2024

Figure 2. The number of papers published each year from 2015

2015 20

3.2 Journal Sources

This systematic literature review is based on 35 peer-reviewed journal articles that
collectively offer a wide range of insights into future trends and strategic considerations for
SMEs. These journals span various academic fields such as sustainability, entrepreneurship,
manufacturing systems, business strategy, and corporate governance—providing a
well-rounded perspective on the changing SME landscape.

Leading journals like the Journal of Cleaner Production, Sustainability (Switzerland),
and the Journal of Business Research emphasize the growing relevance of sustainability and
innovation in helping SMEs adapt to future demands. Publications such as the Journal of
Small Business and Entrepreneurship and Small Business Economics contribute critical
perspectives on entrepreneurial ecosystems, while Operations Research Perspectives and the
Journal of Manufacturing Systems explore efficiency improvements through advanced
technologies.

Journals including the International Small Business Journal: Researching
Entrepreneurship, TQM Journal, and Global Business and Economics Review present key
findings on global competitiveness and market integration—vital areas for SMEs pursuing
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long-term growth. Sector-specific insights are offered by journals like Healthcare
(Switzerland) and the Journal of Advances in Management Research, highlighting the need
for tailored strategies in complex industries.

Moreover, regionally focused publications such as the Indonesian Journal of Electrical
Engineering and Computer Science and Jurnal Optimasi Sistem Industri enrich the review
with localized case studies and practical approaches. Together, these sources form a
comprehensive body of evidence that can guide SMEs in adapting, innovating, and thriving
in a dynamic global business environment.

3.3. Analysis of Key Findings

3.3.1 Emerging Trends and Challenges for SMEs (2015-2024)

Between 2015 and 2024, SMEs have encountered a wave of transformative changes.
One of the most prominent developments has been the widespread adoption of digital
technologies, such as artificial intelligence (Al), the Internet of Things (IoT), and cloud
computing (Bella et al., 2024; Hansen & Begh, 2021). These innovations offer opportunities
for improving productivity and operational efficiency at a reduced cost. Despite this, many
SMEs continue to face challenges in digital visibility and online marketing (Happonen et al.,
2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly accelerated digital adoption, pushing SMEs to
transition to online platforms for survival and continuity (Hossain et al., 2022; Splendiani et
al., 2023). This shift demands digital fluency and strong communication strategies (Vu &
Tran, 2022). Meanwhile, SME internationalization has gained traction as a major topic in
global business research, with scholars emphasizing the need for more inclusive and diverse
studies in underexplored regions (Apetrei et al., 2015; Perényi & Losoncz, 2018; Ribau et al.,
2018).

Beyond digitalization, concepts like desirability and the circular economy are shaping
SME models. SMEs are increasingly adopting sustainable practices, such as using bio-based
materials and designing longer-lasting products (Gatto & Re, 2021; Kulej-Dudek, 2021).
Isensee et al. (2020) identified key dimensions related to strategy, capabilities, and
managerial attitudes, and proposed '"green digitalization" as a framework linking
sustainability with technology. Their meta-analysis reveals trends in research design and
growing interest in the interplay between environmental responsibility and digital tools.

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is also emerging as a core principle within SME
strategy (Cockburn et al., 2017). Research shows rapid growth in SME-focused CSR
literature, with over 130 scholarly articles published in the past decade (Oduro et al., 2024).
Larger firms tend to contribute more financially to social causes (Saveanu & Abrudan, 2015),
but SMEs are also developing innovative CSR models. International expansion remains a key
growth strategy, particularly in sectors like renewable energy, where SMEs are identifying
significant global opportunities (Asemokha et al., 2019; Casado-Belmonte et al., 2020).
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Demographic shifts are affecting SME workforce dynamics, leading to the adoption of
age management strategies that promote intergenerational collaboration (Urbancova &
Hudakova, 2015). The pandemic also exposed structural inequalities, especially for
women-led and marginalized enterprises, which faced heightened challenges due to limited
access to capital, technology, and support systems (Miklian & Hoelscher, 2022).
Nevertheless, many of these businesses adapted by leveraging digital tools for resilience and
market reach.

Additionally, knowledge management has become a vital asset in enabling SMEs to
navigate change, innovate, and maintain competitiveness. Strengthening knowledge systems
helps businesses improve decision-making and seize new opportunities in a volatile
environment (Durst et al., 2024; Lewandowska et al., 2023).

3.3.2. Strategic Responses for SMEs

To stay competitive, SMEs must align their strategies with current trends. Prioritizing
investment in digital technologies—such as cloud computing, Al analytics, and digital
platforms—can help reduce costs and increase agility (Hansen & Bagh, 2021). Social media
platforms like Facebook and Instagram are also powerful tools for product promotion and
customer engagement (Jose, 2018).

Internally, SMEs should focus on human resource development and adopt tools like
interest acquisition and analysis (AIA) and network relationship mapping (NRM) to guide
their digital transformation (Fang et al., 2020). Sustainability strategies should include
circular economy models that cut costs through recycling and reuse while enhancing brand
image through CSR initiatives (Gatto, 2021; Kulej-Dudek, 2021; Cockburn, 2017).
Combining environmental, social, economic, and digital elements may offer a comprehensive
pathway to long-term success (Rashid, 2024; Mehdi, 2022).

Regarding internationalization, SMEs should explore high-growth
industries—especially renewable energy—and align with global green trends (Asemokha,
2020). However, further research is needed to understand what enables SMEs to succeed
internationally (Calheiros-Lobo, 2023). Entrepreneurial marketing remains an evolving
concept, with core elements such as innovation, resource efficiency, and customer focus
being essential (Al-Shaikh & Hanaysha, 2023).

To improve their international reach, SMEs must also expand their use of digital
marketing tools (Gopaul, 2015). Addressing demographic challenges with strategic age
management can enhance internal collaboration and productivity (Urbancova & Hudakova,
2015).

The pandemic has underscored the importance of agility, with digital readiness proving
crucial for business survival (Hossain et al., 2022). Efficient knowledge management and the
adoption of Lean practices also enable SMEs to boost productivity and foster innovation,
laying the groundwork for long-term resilience and growth (Meilani & Ab Samat, 2024). By
integrating these strategies—spanning technology, sustainability, globalization, and human
capital—SMEs can better navigate future challenges and maintain their competitive edge.
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4. CONCLUSION

The review reveals that the future of SMEs will be significantly shaped by their capacity
to embrace digital transformation, commit to sustainable practices, and enhance
competitiveness through innovation and international expansion. The ability of SMEs to
remain resilient in the face of global crises and supply chain volatility will also be critical to
their continued success. Therefore, SMEs must take proactive steps, guided by a clear
understanding of these trends, to craft strategies that ensure agility, sustainability, and
long-term competitiveness in an ever-evolving global economy. Policymakers, researchers,
and industry leaders are also urged to support SMEs through targeted policies, collaborative
research, and accessible tools that foster innovation and strategic integration across digital,
environmental, and global dimensions.
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