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Abstract -Digital marketing is becoming more and more popular as a way
for small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) to stay competitive, reach
customers, and grow their businesses. But even though there are many tools
for data-driven intelligence based on the information that is out there, SMEs
often have a hard time using digital technology to its fullest potential. This
paper examines the literature on digital marketing in SMEs, focusing on
implementation practices, challenges, and strategic underutilization. Our
analysis shows that there are some basic problems with implementation,
such as not having enough money, not having enough technical skills,
privacy concerns, and not being able to connect with existing systems. The
analysis shows that there are big problems with implementation, such as not
enough money, not enough technical know-how, worries about privacy, and
trouble connecting with old systems. The analysis also shows that many
companies aren't using advanced digital tools like Al, analytics, and
customer personalization to their full potential. This means they miss out on
chances for long-term growth that they really need. The paper offers an
extensive analysis of research within the SME digital marketing sector,
highlighting emerging thematic patterns and pinpointing knowledge
deficiencies related to the utilization of advanced technology and strategic
alignment. The review ends with suggestions for more research and practical
advice to help small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) make better use
of technology in a world where data-driven intelligence is becoming more
important.
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1. Introduction

SMEs are important for economic growth, job creation, and making regions more
competitive. On the other hand, SMEs have mostly been hurt by their lack of access to
finance, digital platforms, and skilled workers who can use the latest digital marketing
tools effectively. We have been able to get information from data using big data analytics,
Al and machine learning. As a result, there are now new ways to connect with customers
and make their experiences unique for the best business growth. But there is still a big
gap between SME¢' plans to use these technologies and their actual use of them.

Recent research has also suggested that digital marketing is a double-edged sword for
SMEs. Sharabati et al. [1] found that the use of digital marketing has led to a better
performance in SMEs, but also found out that limitation of resources and organisational
capabilities hinder its adoption on a wider scale. Saura et al. [2] remarked that despite
the fact that business data science has seven advanced applications just in SME digital
marketing, most of them still use it at a basic level. Jadhav et al. [3] also found that SMEs
in different areas use digital marketing in very different ways. They also found that there
aren't many structured frameworks that can help make sure that digital practices are in
line with strategic goals. Chen [4] also thinks that SMEs face problems like high costs,
a lack of skills, and the irony of having trouble integrating new technologies with
systems that already exist. This means that digital transformation is still a work in
progress.

Therefore, this paper aims to conduct a systematic review to (a) synthesize existing
knowledge on implementation challenges, (b) examine the underutilization of digital
strategies in SMEs, and (c) identify future directions to bridge the gap between adoption
and intelligent utilization in the era of data-driven intelligence.

2. Methodology of Systematic Review

This paper adopts a systematic review methodology to ensure transparency, replicability,
and comprehensiveness in analyzing digital marketing implementation and utilization in
SMEs. The process follows widely recognized guidelines such as PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses), which have been
increasingly applied in management and business research to enhance rigor [5].

2.1 Research Design and Search Strategy

A structured search strategy was employed across major academic databases, including
Scopus, Web of Science, IEEE Xplore, SpringerLink, and ScienceDirect. Keywords such
as “digital marketing,” “SMEs,” “data-driven intelligence,” “implementation
challenges,” and “strategic underutilization” were combined using Boolean operators
to retrieve relevant studies. To ensure coverage, both journal articles and conference
proceedings published between 2015 and 2024 were included. The search was limited to
English-language publications to maintain consistency.

2.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The inclusion criteria were:

1. Studies focusing explicitly on SMEs and digital marketing.

2. Papers examining implementation challenges, adoption barriers, or strategic
utilization.

3. Empirical, conceptual, and systematic review studies.

Exclusion criteria involved studies that:
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e Focused exclusively on large enterprises,

e  Were opinion pieces without empirical or theoretical contribution,

e Did not provide explicit insights into challenges or underutilization of digital
marketing in SMEs.

2.3 Screening and Selection Process

The first search found more than 600 studies. After getting rid of duplicates and applying
inclusion and exclusion criteria, 72 studies were chosen for full-text review. From this
group, 45 studies were chosen for analysis and thematic classification. A PRISMA flow
diagram was used to show the steps of identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion
in the selection process [6], [7].

2.4 Data Extraction and Thematic Classification

Data was retrieved from these studies considering Publication, Methodology, SME
context, digital marketing tools examined, Challenges identified and Findings on the
Under usage. Following Tranfield et al. [8], thematic synthesis was used to categorize
the literature.

e Adoption trends,

Implementation challenges,

Strategic underutilization, and

Enablers/best practices.

This structured process ensured that the review addressed the research objectives and
minimized potential biases.

3. Literature Review

With the importance of digital marketing, it plays huge role in helping SMEs get more
customers, find new ways to get people interested in their products and staying
competitive. The literature, however, shows different patterns of adoption, ongoing
problems with implementation, and a lack of strategic use of data-driven intelligence.

3.1 Digital Marketing Adoption in SMEs

Recent reports also indicate that SMEs are adopting various forms of digital marketing,
such as social media, email marketing, search engine optimization and customer
relationship management (CRM). Taiminen and Karjaluoto [9] found that SMEs adopt
digital channels to reach the market, but a lack of resources obstruct their adoption of
more sophisticated applications. Durkin et al. [10] show that a transition to digital
marketing is often incremental, based on trial and error rather than strategy. Tiago and
Verissimo [11] also identified that SMEs generally utilize the digital platforms in their
marketing strategies as opposed to incorporating them into their fundamental business
models.

Das et al. [12] made a revelation that SMEs in developing countries depend on low-cost
digital marketing tools to survive. Chatterjee and Kar [13] showed that the extent of
utilization of these instruments is influenced by how managers perceive them and what
benefits they perceive in using such tools.

3.2 Implementation Challenges

Despite the uptake of digital marketing by SMEs, they still encounter numerous
challenges with implementing it successfully. Rahman et al. [14] found that shortage of
money and shortage of skilled workers were the two biggest problems. According to
Alford and Page [15], SMEs often demonstrate inadequate digital literacy, which
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prevents the effective use of online application. Eid and El-Gohary [16] found that small
business owners fear strong systems are expensive investment for them which increases
the adoption complexities. Khin and Ho [17] argued that legacy systems are faced with
integration problems which make digital transformation difficult to be smoothly carried
out. Additionally, AlSharji et al. [18] demonstrated that people resistance and lack of
change management reduce the effectiveness of digital marketing initiatives in SMEs.

3.3 Strategic Underutilization

Despite the fact that digital marketing offers advanced functionalities such as analytics,
big data and Al-based personalization, SMEs are not able to harness these opportunities..
Kumar et al. [19] point out that for SMEs visibility, unlike insights, is perceived as more
straightforward and as a consequence they tend to under-use customer analytics. Prasad
and Junni [20] argued that SMEs focus on corporate survival rather than strategic
branding in the long-term.

Chatterjee et al. [21] argued that predictive analytics and Al applications are powerful
enough to transform decision-making, they are still largely absent from the practices of
SMEs. Rialti et al. [22] also discovered that SMEs barely use big data conceptually, and
for this reason overlook the opportunity to personalize and target campaigns.

3.4 Enablers and Best Practices

There is also a literature that addresses what can make digital marketing work better for
small and medium-sized firms. Harrigan et al. [23] found that meeting communication
standards and working with digital aids significantly improves results. Building brand
equity for SMEs through social media communities is of significant relevance presented
by Quinton and Wilson [24].

Government policies and industry support systems can also help. Alford and Clarke [25]
showed that small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) that get help from outside
sources become more digitally mature. Rialti et al. [26] also showed that dynamic
capabilities, like organizational agility and innovation, make the strategic integration of
digital marketing stronger. Lastly, Gupta et al. [27] showed that small and medium-sized
businesses (SMESs) that use structured digital transformation frameworks do better than
those that use ad hoc methods.

4. Discussion

The systematic review shows that even though more small and medium-sized businesses
are using digital marketing tools, they aren't using them as much or as strategically as
they could be. This shows a trend of adopting digital channels without fully integrating
them into long-term business plans. SMEs mainly use digital channels to get more
exposure. Rialti et al. [22] and Gupta et al. [27] demonstrated that dynamic capabilities
and structured frameworks are essential for optimizing digital transformation; however,
numerous SMEs lack these foundational elements, resulting in the underutilization of
advanced analytics, Al, and big data.
Comparative insights show that there are differences between regions and sectors. In
developed economies, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) exhibit greater
utilization of advanced tools such as predictive analytics and customer relationship
management systems [28]. Conversely, SMEs in developing regions depend more on
cost-effective platforms like social media and email marketing [29]. This suggests that
resource and institutional support is a key influence on adoption pathways.

Previous studies also demonstrate that challenges of implementation, issues with low
digital literacy, as well as concerns relating to cybersecurity are all persistent issues [14],
[16]. These difficulties are not just operational but also strategic; as Prasad and Junni
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[20] they tend to use digital marketing tools without an integration into the overall
strategy, which reduces their effectiveness in the long run.

Another important idea is that people don't use data-driven intelligence strategically
enough. There is evidence that analytics and Al can help people make decisions and
customize things [21], but small and medium-sized businesses still don't use these tools
enough.

This underutilization is partly due to the perception of digital marketing as a short-term
promotional tool rather than a strategic resource [19]. Such narrow focus results in
missed opportunities for innovation, customer retention, and competitive differentiation.
From a policy and managerial perspective, external enablers such as government training
initiatives, digital ecosystems, and partnerships with technology providers are essential
to overcome barriers. Alford and Clarke [25] stressed that external support enhances
SME digital maturity, a point echoed by Li et al. [30], who showed that institutional
interventions improve adoption and performance outcomes.

Overall, the findings emphasize that SMEs face a dual challenge: overcoming
operational barriers to implementation and bridging the strategic gap in utilizing digital
marketing as a data-driven tool. Addressing these issues requires not only technical
solutions but also organizational change, capability development, and long-term
orientation.

5. Research Gaps and Future Directions

Although digital marketing in SMEs has attracted increasing scholarly attention, several
research gaps remain unresolved.

First, there is a lack of longitudinal studies examining how SMEs evolve from basic
adoption toward advanced integration of data-driven intelligence. Most existing work
provides cross-sectional snapshots [9], [12], which fail to capture the dynamics of digital
transformation over time. Future studies should employ longitudinal or mixed-method
approaches to better understand adoption trajectories [31].

Second, there is limited research on advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence,
machine learning, and predictive analytics in SME digital marketing. While Chatterjee
et al. [21] and Rialti et al. [22] identified potential benefits, empirical evidence of how
SMEs can practically integrate these tools remains scarce. Scholars should explore
frameworks for Al adoption that are cost-effective and resource-efficient for SMEs [32].
Third, contextual differences across regions, industries, and cultural environments are
often underexplored. For instance, SMEs in emerging economies face distinct challenges
in terms of infrastructure and digital literacy [29]. Comparative research across diverse
contexts could provide more generalizable insights [33].

Fourth, the strategic dimension of underutilization needs further investigation. As noted
by Prasad and Junni [20], many SMEs fail to align digital marketing with long-term
goals, yet studies providing integrated strategy models remain limited. Future research
could design and test holistic frameworks that link digital marketing with SME
innovation, agility, and resilience [34].

Lastly, it's important to look into how governments, industry groups, and technology
suppliers are working together to lower barriers. Some studies have indicated that
external support may be advantageous [25][30]; however, there is a notable deficiency
of systematic research evaluating policy interventions and collaborative ecosystems
[35].

A comprehensive approach must be implemented in forthcoming endeavors, spanning
marketing, data science, organizational studies, and design, to create significantly more
actionable frameworks. By closing these gaps, academia can give small and medium-
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sized businesses evidence-based advice on how to make better use of digital marketing
in today's world of data-driven intelligence.

6. Conclusion

This review systematically examined the implementation, obstacles, and strategic non-
utilization of digital marketing in SMEs during the era of data-driven intelligence. The
results show that SMEs are using more and more digital tools, such as social media,
email marketing, and customer relationship management platforms. However, many of
them only use one of these tools at a time instead of putting them all together into a
bigger business plan.

Some of the biggest problems that other people have said they face are not having enough
money, not having enough digital skills, being worried about data privacy, and having
trouble getting older systems to work with newer computers. In addition to this
operational issue, SMEs seem to have a problem with not using technology strategically,
as advanced tools like big data analytics, Al, and predictive modeling are mostly not
available. In other words, this means that SMEs don't have the chance to use digital
marketing in a way that would encourage innovation, customer involvement, and long-
term competitiveness in their industry.

The review also found that SMEs in developed countries have been quick to adopt digital
technologies, but SMEs in developing countries are mostly using lower-end technologies
that aren't strategic. They all helped close the digital maturity gap by offering riding
training programs, working with outside groups, and following government policies that
helped their efforts. Consequences for research The discussion highlights the
significance of a longitudinal and interdisciplinary methodology, alongside context-
specific models that amalgamate digital marketing with SME resilience and strategic
agility. The results highlight the importance of capacity building, ecosystem
collaboration, and policies that facilitate the transition of SMEs from indiscriminate
adoption to more strategically informed data utilization for practitioners and
policymakers.

In the age of data-driven intelligence, SMEs need to go beyond just adopting digital
technology and learn how to use it smartly. SMEs can't just use digital marketing to sell
more things.
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