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This study aims to enhance the existing conceptual framework in order to assist SMEs in 

attaining sustainable business growth by enhancing their performance in a sustainable manner. 

This study entails a systematic analysis of the existing body of literature pertaining to small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The 105 research papers included in the analysis have 

been categorized based on their geographical distribution, paper type, major theme, and 

theoretical underpinnings. Subsequently, a thorough thematic analysis was conducted. This 

study introduces a conceptual framework that facilitates the development of sustainable 

business growth, thereby assisting SMEs in mitigating the impact of uncertain occurrences or 

shocks. SMEs that actively engage in the adoption of sustainable business growth have the 

potential to create innovative pathways for business growth and gain a competitive edge. The 

literature highlights the unexpected and unanticipated challenges experienced by SMEs, and 

the subsequent development of methods to address these severe disruptions. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Uncertainty is a distinct phenomenon experienced in the 

context of a business landscape. Uncertainty refers to a state 

of changeability in the environment, encompassing factors 

such as uncertain market conditions, difficulty in accurately 

forecasting the consequences of environmental changes, and 

inability to anticipate the repercussions of a chosen action [1]. 

SMEs face a scarcity of resources, including limited 

financial capital [2, 3], inadequate access to advanced 

technology, insufficient supply chain assistance [4], lack of 

experience and awareness, challenges in securing labor, and a 

decline in demand [5, 6]. Additionally, the company faces 

challenges due to disruptions in exports and imports, as well 

as the implementation of widespread travel bans and closures 

of various establishments, such as malls, hotels, theatres, and 

educational institutions [7-9]. 

Compared to the pre-pandemic literature, the pandemic 

literature on sustainable business growth in SMEs offers new 

viewpoints. Priyono et al. [10] explored how SMEs react to 

COVID-19-related environmental changes. Digital 

technology helps them change their business models. SMEs 

must use digital transformation to adapt to and thrive in the 

current business environment. According to Gregurec et al. 

[11], the pandemic has inspired SMEs to develop new tactics 

for market dominance and sustained expansion. Small and 

medium-sized firms (SMEs) must innovate and rethink their 

business models to survive the epidemic. Bahador and Ibrahim 

[12] also emphasize the need for technical innovation to help

SMEs grow sustainably. They also emphasize the need for

technical innovation to help SMEs grow sustainably after the

epidemic. The epidemic literature has revealed the key factors

that SMEs must emphasize for sustainable growth. Owing to

the pandemic, SME strategies are shifting to digital

transformation, innovation, technology adoption, and human

resource development. They wanted to overcome the

pandemic challenges and thrive afterward. This study aimed

to address the following research questions:

RQ1. What are the key determinants contributing to the 

development of sustainable business growth, especially for 

SMEs? 

RQ2. What framework can be utilized to establish the 

interconnectedness of all aspects responsible for shaping 

effective business practices in SMEs? 

2. RESEARCH BACKGROUND

2.1 SMEs-vital for economic growth 

SMEs play a crucial role in sustaining the economic well-

being of industrialized nations. According to Das et al. [13], 

they constitute a significant proportion of GDP of the economy, 

contributing to employment generation, industrial output, and 

exports. 
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2.2 SMEs and sustainability 

 

The pandemic has significantly impacted small-and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) [6, 14], leading to financial 

decline [15], reduced revenue [16], and decreased consumer 

spending [17]. Lockdown measures and restrictions have 

suspended activities, impacted supply chains, and increased 

vulnerability to financial risk [16]. Limited administrative, 

technical, and financial resources have made SMEs vulnerable 

to external shocks, making it difficult to effectively mitigate 

the impact of economic downturns [18]. The management of 

these circumstances is beyond SMEs' control of SMEs [19, 20]. 

Similarly, Gerald et al. [21] examined the impact of strategic 

agility on mitigating the negative consequences of the 

pandemic on organizational performance. 

Sustainability is widely recognized as a crucial determinant 

of organizational growth and development. According to 

Amankwah-Amoah et al. [22], the ability to effectively handle 

crises and maintain the functioning of a company is a crucial 

factor in facilitating sustainable business growth. SMEs often 

lack the capacity to embrace and consistently implement 

sustainable practices. This phenomenon can be attributed to 

the fact that SMEs are characterized by a lack of significant 

capital investment and a limited scope of returns and skills 

[23]. 

 

 

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

Table 1. Retrieved each database's search strings 

 
Database Keyword with String Search 

Scopus "SMEs," OR "Small and 

Medium Enterprises," AND 

"Sustainable Business 

Growth" 

167 

EBSCO 48 

Google Scholar 61 

Cross Reff. 14 

 

Keyword or abstract or title Search period

Final Set (Total articles: 105)

Criteria for exclusion

SMEs OR Small and Medium Enterprises AND  

Sustainable Business Growth
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GOOGLE SCHOLAR (61)
CROSS REFERENCING (14)

SCOPUS (66)                               EBSCO (13)
GOOGLE SCHOLAR (12)
CROSS REFERENCING (14)

Not as per the context of the Study (22)
Not Peer-reviewed Journal Papers (35)
Duplicity (27)
Irrelevancy (101)

 
 

Figure 1. Search protocol 

The study used keywords such as "SMEs," "Small and 

Medium Enterprises," and "Sustainable Business Growth" to 

analyze 105 articles from reputable databases such as Scopus 

and Google Scholar, covering research papers, review papers, 

perspectives, and case studies from to 2015-2024, for thematic 

analysis. Table 1 shows the search string. 

The specified search criteria were used in three scientific 

databases, which led to the discovery of 105 full-text articles. 

Figure 1 depicts the step-by-step methods of gathering data 

and the subsequent selection process. 

 

 

4. DATA ANALYSIS 

 

4.1 Geographical spread of papers 

 

The primary focus of studies on SMEs is centered on the 

Asia-Pacific region, with Europe, multiple regions 

(comprising more than one region), Africa, and America 

following suit (Figure 2). 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Geographical spread 

 

4.2 Type of papers 

 

The research papers included in this study can be 

categorized into two main types: empirical papers, which 

account for 70 papers, and qualitative papers, which account 

for 35 papers. Empirical research examines the impact of the 

pandemic on the performance of firms and the business well-

being of SMEs. In contrast, qualitative articles typically rely 

on a literature analysis and conceptual framework to provide 

an overview of the issues faced by SMEs and offer business 

strategies and recommendations for navigating the impact of 

the pandemic (refer to Figure 3). 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Type of papers 
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Figure 4. Relationship between existing theory and the references 

 

4.3 Theoretical underpinnings 

 

According to Bodziany et al. [24], it is imperative to 

continually enhance one's knowledge and skills to develop 

effective strategies. The significance of managers in 

developing company capabilities is supported by Resource-

Based Theory [25]. The literature indicates that the leadership 

style implemented by owners/managers is an effective survival 

strategy for SMEs [26]. The use of organizational learning 

theory might serve as a foundation for enhancing the learning 

process within SMEs [27]. Additionally, contingency theory, 

which posits that the most favorable path of action is 

contingent upon intrinsic and extrinsic environments, has been 

substantiated by the findings in the study of Moretto and 

Caniato [25]. By implementing the perspectives of the Theory 

of Planned Behavior and the Theory of Consumption, it 

becomes evident that SMEs must apply technology to 

effectively [28]. The adoption of digital media for customer 

interaction can be considered highly sustainable for 

sustainability and growth, drawing upon the principles of 

social presence theory [29]. Moreover, Hussain and Dogan [30] 

argued that the integration of technical elements in a 

corporation might lead to innovation, thereby improving 

corporate performance. This perspective aligns with the 

Diffusion of Innovation Theory. 

Figure 4 gives insight into the relationship between existing 

theory and the references. 

 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

 

 
 

Figure 5. The topic has been discussed 

Figure 5 illustrates the salient features derived from prior 

scholarly works on sustainable development. Financial 

fragility has emerged as a prominent issue, ranking second in 

significance. The literature also identifies several significant 

topics, including resource management, firm characteristics 

(such as size, industry, and product), financial factors, 

entrepreneurial management, resilience, and innovation. 

 

5.1 Innovation 

 

Innovation plays a crucial role in success and longevity 

[27]. The implementation of innovative business practices 

significantly affects their ability to survive and grow. SMEs 

often lack the resources to enhance their learning capacity 

mechanisms [31]. The challenge-reaction-learning loop is 

beneficial for growth-oriented enterprises because it enhances 

their operational and dynamic capacities [32]. Creativity and 

innovation can enhance navigation efficiency under 

challenging circumstances. 

Entrepreneurs in SMEs must innovate to maintain their 

economic well-being and gain a competitive edge [33]. 

However, crisis situations can present challenges owing to 

limited resources and varying entrepreneurial attributes [34, 

35]. Successful change management relies on utilizing 

entrepreneurial knowledge and fostering engagement. SMEs 

with excessive control and lack of skills may face obstacles in 

fostering innovation. 

 

5.2 Technological application 

 

Technology is crucial for SMEs' long-term viability of 

SMEs [36, 37]. However, technological disruptions can 

increase financing challenges [38]. Integrating IT into 

operational processes facilitates supply chain, social media 

marketing, financial, and personnel management. SMEs have 

a comparative advantage in addressing these issues. 

Incorporating technological advancements such as AI and 

automated robotic operations has become imperative for 

SMEs to remain competitive in the market [39, 40]. 

Technology advancement that mitigates risk, enhances 

transparency, and eradicates fraudulent activities [41]. These 

options include emulating rivals, assuming a challenging role, 

redefining their identity using innovation motivations, and 

embracing digital technology [11]. In contemporary times, 
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local enterprises employ social media marketing strategies to 

produce viral content and drive sales on popular platforms 

such as Twitter and Tik Tok. Social media platforms offer 

small businesses a convenient avenue to immediately display 

and sell their items, eliminating their need to invest in website 

development or register in larger marketplaces such as 

Amazon. This facilitates cost savings for these enterprises, 

allowing them to overcome barriers at a broader and better 

equipped level [40]. 
 

5.3 Financial performance 
 

Financial fragility occurs when cash flow is used to fulfill 

liabilities rather than assets [42]. To maintain stability, 

businesses must revise cash flow projections and reduce non-

essential expenditures [3, 43, 44]. Analyzing accounts 

receivables and identifying potential credit risks can help 

establish liquidity reserves [19, 45]. SMEs can enhance 

customer checkout accessibility through digital payment 

options and invoicing. 

Corporate growth depends on financial success, which is a 

key indicator of long-term success. Studies have shown a 

strong association between financial performance and 

sustainability efforts, highlighting their impact on firm growth 

[46]. Business sustainability includes the environmental, 

social, and financial aspects. Sustainable financial 

performance is a key component of this strategy [47]. 

Research has shown that sustainability, business model 

innovation, and financial performance are linked; therefore, 

organizations should align sustainability initiatives with 

financial goals to expand [48]. Small and medium business 

owners and managers should prioritize financial expertise to 

improve financial performance and encourage sustainable 

business practices [49]. Sustainable business practices 

improve a company's financial performance, stressing the 

necessity to incorporate them into financial strategies [50]. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) need good 

financial management to grow. The importance of financial 

management in corporate sustainability has been highlighted 

[51]. Further, financial literacy is essential for organizational 

success and sustained growth [52]. Gómez‐Bezares et al. [53] 

found that companies that prioritize sustainability can better 

utilize their resources, leading to improved financial 

performance and shareholder value. 

Financial performance indicates a company's ability to 

maintain profitability and long-term success, which are vital 

for sustainable corporate growth. To improve financial 

performance and create sustainable growth, companies must 

incorporate sustainability into their financial strategies, 

improve financial literacy, and apply good financial 

management practices. 
 

5.4 Resource management 
 

Effectively using precious and limited resources to gain a 

competitive edge is essential for sustainable corporate growth 

[46]. Resource-based viewpoint (RBV) resource allocation 

helps organizations achieve sustained competitive 

performance [54]. Sustainable Human Resource Management 

(S-HRM) improves organizational outcomes and helps 

companies grow [55]. Firms pursuing sustainable growth must 

embrace green human resource management practices, 

especially when combined with green servant leadership [56]. 

Effective resource allocation, especially of human 

resources, is essential for long-term organizational success. 

Human resource management is vital for diverse and 

sustainable organizations [57]. Human resource management 

also promotes socially responsible and sustainable practices in 

organizations [58]. Green HRM promotes environmental 

sustainability and responsible resource use in businesses [59]. 

Resources must be well-managed for sustainable corporate 

growth. Human resources are included in environmental 

management to gain a competitive edge [60]. Sustainable 

HRM uses HR technologies to achieve sustainable business 

goals and create an ethical, respectful, and inclusive workplace 

[61]. Human capital is also stressed as essential to a company's 

long-term success [62]. 

Efficient management of resources, particularly human 

resources, is essential for attaining long-term organizational 

growth. By effectively managing resources, including 

intellectual and human capital, companies can enhance their 

competitive advantage, accomplish organizational goals, and 

promote environmental sustainability, ultimately leading to 

long-lasting commercial success. 

 

5.5 Regulation 
 

Sustainable company growth requires regulations that guide 

businesses toward environmentally and socially responsible 

practices. Effective regulations can influence the adoption of 

sustainable business models and practices, boosting long-term 

corporate success [63]. Strategic innovation methods and 

relevant regulations can reorient enterprises' sustainable 

growth models [63]. Additionally, flexible environmental 

legislation implementation is essential for successful policies 

to support sustainable economic growth [64]. 

Malik et al. [65] states that regulations set standards for 

businesses and encourage fairness, trust, and stability, which 

help SMEs grow and succeed. Sustainable economic growth 

requires regulations. They promote trust and reliable 

commerce for small and medium-sized firms. The importance 

of regulatory economic appraisals in ensuring the long-term 

viability of firms emphasizes the function of regulation in 

business management [66]. 

Environmental restrictions and business performance have 

been studied, but the results have been conflicting [67]. 

Effective policies can promote sustainable innovation and 

corporate practices, boosting business sustainability [68]. Top 

management team human capital is vital to sustainable 

economic performance [69]. Leadership drives operational 

efficiency and sustained growth. 

Overall, laws shape the business landscape and support 

sustainability. Establishing a legislative framework that 

encourages innovation, sustainability, and fair competition can 

help companies prosper. 
 

5.6 Supply chain 
 

SMEs face transportation challenges and are more 

susceptible to disruptions in their supply chain networks 

because of their connections to larger entities and their use of 

services [70]. Financial burden can reduce resilience and 

flexibility. Integrating supply chains improves flexibility, and 

distribution channel resilience [71]. Prioritizing relationship 

monitoring, conflict management, and strategic networking 

routines can enhance an organization’s capacity to adapt to 

customer demands and production constraints [72-74]. Supply 

chain management is critical for enterprises, particularly in the 

context of market instability. 
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Figure 6. Proposed conceptual framework 

 

5.7 Stakeholder 

 

The personal characteristics of owners and managers of 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) significantly 

influence their financial decision-making [75]. Through their 

influence on organizational choices, strategies, and practices, 

stakeholders can help sustain corporate success. Including 

stakeholders in decision-making and establishing shared 

accountability can lead to sustainable business management. 

To ensure sustainability, companies must include internal and 

external stakeholders in their supply chains and markets [76]. 

Customers, investors, employees, suppliers, the environment, 

and society influence sustainable business strategies. 

Stakeholder theory emphasizes creating value for all 

corporate stakeholders rather than prioritizing one group [77]. 

To maximize sustainable business practices, stakeholders in 

the company network, markets, and society must be integrated 

[78]. The focal firm, downstream stakeholders, societal 

stakeholders, market stakeholders, and upstream stakeholders 

are considered for business sustainability activities [79]. 

Understanding how business models move value across 

stakeholders helps define stakeholders involved in different 

value-generating processes, which is essential for sustainable 

development [80]. 

Firms need to meet stakeholder expectations and value 

propositions to succeed [81]. Using sustainable business 

models requires collaboration among many stakeholders, 

stressing the necessity of cross-sector partnerships [82]. 

Sustainability reporting requires stakeholder involvement to 

demonstrate accountability and address diverse needs for 

improvement. Stakeholder involvement in sustainability 

projects can also create value, fulfil social obligations, and 

enhance relationships, fostering sustainable growth [69]. 

Sustainable company growth depends on stakeholder 

decision making, value creation, and sustainability 

collaboration. Companies can achieve sustained success and 

positive outcomes for society and enterprises by actively 

involving stakeholders from different perspectives and 

incorporating their opinions into the business strategy. 

 

5.8 Proposed framework 

 

This study synthesizes previous research on identified 

themes, integrating them into a comprehensive framework, 

and providing practical implications for policymakers and 

SMEs to formulate strategies that consider these elements. 

The thematic analysis identifies eight key areas for SMEs to 

enhance their resilience to external disruptions, promote long-

term growth, and progress when coordinated effectively 

(Figure 6 above). 

 

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

 

The pandemic has prompted SMEs to explore sustainable 

growth and survival strategies, with digitalization and 

innovation being the key considerations for crisis 

management. Table 2 presents the policy suggestions 

proposed by research on sustainable business growth. 

This study emphasizes the importance of sustainable 

business growth for long-term viability and expansion, 

highlighting the need for SMEs to embrace renewal and 

growth methods. To respond to the research challenges, this 

article briefly describes the field for future research depicted 

in Figure 7. 

This study presents a range of consequences for small-and 

medium-sized enterprise (SME) proprietors and policymakers. 

SMEs also play crucial roles in economic growth. 

Consequently, it is imperative to incorporate sustainable 

business growth into these enterprises. 
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Table 2. The policy suggestions proposed 
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