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DIGITAL MARKETING STRATEGIES AND ENTERPRISE PERFORMANCE IN
MANUFACTURING SMES: EVIDENCE FROM A META-ANALYSIS
AND THEORETICAL SYNTHESIS'

Purpose. This study aims to examine the nature and boundary conditions of the relationship between
digital marketing strategies and enterprise performance in manufacturing small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs), as well as to develop an integrated theoretical framework explaining this relationship.
Materials and Methods. The study employs a systematic literature review and meta-analysis of 56 empir-
ical studies published between 2010 and 2024. Data were collected from Web of Science, Scopus, Google
Scholar, and CNKI databases. The theoretical interpretation is grounded in the resource-based view
(RBYV) and dynamic capabilities theory.

Results. The findings indicate that digital marketing has a moderate positive impact on SME performance
(r = 0.3715). However, significant industry-level heterogeneity is observed: the strongest effects are
found in the service sector (r = 0.425), while the manufacturing sector demonstrates a weaker but still
positive relationship (r = 0.298). Key moderating factors include firm size, regional development level,
and ownership structure. An integrated input—process—output framework is proposed to explain how digi-
tal marketing resources are transformed into performance outcomes through digital transformation
mechanisms.

Conclusion. The study concludes that the effectiveness of digital marketing is context-dependent and var-
ies across industries. Manufacturing SMEs require tailored digital strategies that account for sector-
specific constraints, resource limitations, and institutional environments. The results contribute to theory
by integrating multiple perspectives and provide practical implications for enhancing enterprise perfor-
mance through digital marketing.
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[Tonecckuit rocynapcTBEHHBIN YHUBEpCUTET, T. [InHck, Pecyonuka benapych

CTPATEI'UM ITU®POBOI'O MAPKETUHT'A U I®PEKTUBHOCTD MAJIBIX U
CPEJHUX NNPEANPUATUHN OBPABATBIBAIOIIEN ITPOMBIINJIEHHOCTH:
PE3YJIBTATBI METAAHAJIM3A U TEOPETUYECKOI'O OBOBIIEHUA

Llenvio uccredoganus s1615emcs 6bid6ieHUe XAPAKMeEPA U YCI08UL 6IUSHUSA cmpame2uti yugposoeo map-
KemuHea Ha pe3yibmamsl 0esimelbHOCmU MAnvlx u cpeonux npeonpusmui (MCII) obpabamweisaroweti
NPOMBIULIEHHOCIU, 4 MAKX4ce paspadomra UHMe2PUpOSAHHOU Meopemuyeckol Mooeu, 00bsicHsouell
OaHHbIU MEXAHUM.

Mamepuanvt u memoodvl. Memooono2uyeckyo 0CHO8Y UCCLe008AHUS COCTNAGIAIOM CUCTIEMATHUYECKULL
0030p 1umepamypuvl U Memaanaius 56 smnupuyeckux ucciedosanut, onyonukosannvix ¢ 2010-2024 ee.
Hcnonvzosansl 6azel dannvix Web of Science, Scopus, Google Scholar u CNKI. Teopemuueckas unmep-
npemayusi pe3yrbmamos oasupyemcs Ha pecypcHou meopuu ¢upmer (RBV) u meopuu ounamuyecxkux
cnocobHocmell.

Pesynomameut. Ycmanosneno, umo yu@poeoii MapkemuHe OKa3vleaen YMepenHo CUTbHOe NOJOJCUMETb-
Hoe enusnue Ha spgexmusnocmv MCII (r = 0,3715). Ilpu smom eviserena ompaciesas ouggepenyua-
yus: Hauborvwull 3¢hghexm Hadnwoaemces 6 cepe ycaye (r = 0,425), mozoa kax 6 obpabamwvisaroujeti
npomvlutieHHocmu ox Huice (r = 0,298). Onpedenenvl knouesvie Modepupyiouue hakmopul. macumad
npeonpusmusl, ypogeHb PecUOHAIbHO20 PA36Umus u cmpykmypa coocmeennocmu. Pazpabomana unme-
SPUPOBAHHASL MOOENb (BX00—NPOYECC—BbIX00», 00BACHAIOWAST MPAHCHOPMAYUIO YUPPOBIX MAPKETMUH-
208bIX AKMUBOE 8 PE3YIbMAmbl 0esIMENbHOCIU Yepe3 MeXanumMvl Yudposol mpancpopmayuu.
3axnrwouenue. Coenan 6b1600 0 KOHMEKCMHOU 00YCI06IeHHOCIU IPPekmusHocmu yugpposoeo mapxe-
munea. /ns MCII npomviuiiennoeo cexmopa mpebyemcs a0anmayus cmpamezuti ¢ y4emom ompaciesvlx
0cobeHHOCmell, PecypcHbIX 02PAHUYEHUll U UHCTMUMYYUOHATbHOU cpedvl. [lomyuennvie pesynvmamul
uMerom Kaxk meopemuieckoe 3Havenue, pacuupsis Cywecmsylouue nooxoovl, max u RPaKkmuyeckyro yeH-
HOCMb 07151 paA3pabomKu 3QHeKmueHbIX YNPAGICHUECKUX PEUleHULL.

Knrouesvle cnosa: yugpposoii mapxkemune, spgexmusnocmo MCII, obpabamviearowas npomviuLieH-
HOCMb, MEMAAHANU3, PECYPCHASL MeopUus Qupmbl, OUHAMUYECKUe CHOCOOHOCMU.

Introduction. The rapid advancement of dig- remains incompletely understood. Existing em-
ital technologies has fundamentally reshaped the pirical studies have produced inconsistent find-
global business landscape, creating both unprec- ings regarding the magnitude and direction of
edented opportunities and significant challenges this relationship. While some studies report
for manufacturing enterprises worldwide. Ac- strong positive effects, others suggest more
cording to the International Trade Centre (ITC) modest or context-dependent impacts. This in-
Global Digital Trade Development Report 2025 consistency highlights a critical research gap:
[1], global digital trade volume increased from the mechanisms and boundary conditions
USD 4.59 trillion in 2020 to USD 7.23 trillion in through which digital marketing influences en-
2024, representing an average annual growth terprise performance are not yet fully elucidated.
rate of 12.1%. This research gap is particularly pronounced

However, despite this explosive growth in in the manufacturing sector. Manufacturing
digital trade, the relationship between digital SMEs operate under unique constraints that dis-
marketing strategies and enterprise performance tinguish them from service-oriented enterprises:
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longer sales cycles, B2B-dominant relationships,
resource limitations, and less direct customer
interaction. These characteristics may funda-
mentally alter how digital marketing translates
into performance outcomes. Yet, the majority of
existing studies have focused on service indus-
tries, leaving manufacturing SMEs underrepre-
sented in the literature.

This study addresses these research gaps by
systematically reviewing and synthesizing exist-
ing empirical evidence on the relationship be-
tween digital marketing strategies and enterprise
performance, with a specific focus on manufac-
turing SMEs. The specific objectives are: (1) to
identify and analyze the research gap in current
literature on digital marketing and SME perfor-
mance; (2) to synthesize empirical evidence
through meta-analysis on the impact of digital
marketing on SME performance; (3) to examine
key digital marketing channels and their adop-
tion patterns across different industrial contexts;
(4) to investigate implementation challenges and
moderating factors specific to manufacturing
SMEs; and (5) to propose an integrated theoreti-
cal framework that explains the mechanisms
through which digital marketing influences
manufacturing SME performance.

Literature Review

Table 1. — Summary of key empirical studies

Literature search strategy

This review adopted a systematic approach to
literature identification and selection. The search
was conducted across multiple academic data-
bases including Web of Science, Scopus, Google
Scholar, and CNKI. The search terms combined
variations of '"digital marketing," "enterprise
performance," "SME," and "manufacturing"
with Boolean operators. The inclusion criteria
were: (1) peer-reviewed empirical studies pub-
lished between 2010 and 2024; (2) studies exam-
ining the relationship between digital marketing
and enterprise performance; (3) studies provid-
ing sufficient statistical data for effect size cal-
culation. A total of 56 studies met these criteria
and were included in the meta-analysis (see Ap-
pendix for the PRISMA literature screening pro-
cess).

Digital marketing and SME performance:
a critical review

The relationship between digital marketing
strategies and enterprise performance has been
extensively examined, yet existing research ex-
hibits significant methodological and contextual
heterogeneity. Table 1 summarizes key empiri-
cal studies, highlighting their sample character-
istics, methodological approaches, and primary
limitations.

Study Sample Method Key Findings Limitations
Innovativeness, proactiveness, and
Wu et al. (2024) 148 Taiwanese SEM, |managerial capabilities significant-Single East Asian economy;
2 SMEs fsSQCA |ly influence digital marketinglimits generalizabilit
y g g g y
strategy adoption
Digital marketing capabilities con- . .
. . . L .~~~ ICross-sectional design; en-
Sharabati et al. L . Analytical ftribute significantly to business| . o
Multiple industries ! . dogeneity concerns; limits
(2024) [4] approach |performance, particularly in ser .
) . . . causal inference
vice-oriented industries
1,007 Chinese . D1g1ta1 transformatlon.p OSItlvelyListed companies; limited
Wang et al. (2024) . Regression impacts performance via cost re-| .
manufacturing . . . .. lapplicability to  smaller
[5] . . analysis |duction, enhanced R&D intensity,
enterprises (listed) . firms
and improved human resources
2 0 .
Business Meta- Moderate positive relationship (r :zinus;etllly lorjlve tioégiggifa)li
Perspectives 56 empirical studies ~10.3715, 95% CI [0.3443, 0.3984], 885t g
analysis ; similarities; warrants careful
(2025) [3] p &lt; 0.0001) ) .
interpretation
. . . Requires  complementary
Tran et al. (2025) SME:s (export- Empirical iﬂnnova.t 10I1-d.I'1V(.i1’1 digital trans_resources (skilled labor,
. ormation significantly enhances . Lo
[7] focused) analysis capital, institutional sup-
export performance ort)
Zamri et al. (2024) Empirical Four primary l?arrlgrs to d;gltalKnowle.dge gaps, resource
8] SMEs stud marketing adoption in SMEs iden-constraints, culture barriers,
Y lified infrastructure challenges

Source: Developed by authors based on literature synthesis
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The study [2] conducted a mixed-methods
investigation of 148 Taiwanese SMEs combin-
ing structural equation modeling (SEM) with
fuzzy set qualitative comparative analysis
(fsQCA). Their findings demonstrate that inno-
vativeness, proactiveness, and managerial capa-
bilities significantly influence digital marketing
strategy adoption. However, the study's geo-
graphical limitation to a single East Asian econ-
omy restricts generalizability to Western or de-
veloping market contexts.

The study [4] examined digital marketing
impact on SME performance across multiple
industries using an analytical approach. Their
findings indicate that digital marketing capabili-
ties contribute significantly to business perfor-
mance, particularly in service-oriented indus-
tries. A critical limitation of this stream is its
reliance on cross-sectional designs, which intro-
duces endogeneity concerns and limits causal
inference between digital marketing investment
and performance outcomes, thereby weakening
the validity of performance claims.

The study [5] analyzed 1,007 Chinese manu-
facturing enterprises listed on the Shanghai and
Shenzhen Stock Exchanges from 2012 to 2019.
Using regression analysis, they found that digital
transformation positively impacts enterprise per-
formance through three mechanisms: cost reduc-
tion, enhanced R&D intensity, and improved
human resources. Notably, their analysis re-
vealed heterogeneity effects: non-state-owned
enterprises and enterprises in developed regions
showed more favorable outcomes. This study is
particularly relevant as it directly addresses the
manufacturing context, though its focus on listed
companies (typically larger than SMEs) limits
applicability to smaller manufacturing firms.

Meta-analysis findings: effect sizes and
heterogeneity

This study builds on the meta-analytic find-
ings reported by [3], which synthesized 56 em-
pirical studies examining the relationship be-
tween digital marketing and SME performance.
Rather than conducting an independent meta-
analysis, this research adopts a meta-synthesis
approach, critically interpreting and integrating
existing meta-analytic evidence within a broader
theoretical framework. According to [3], a mod-
erate positive relationship between digital mar-
keting and SME performance is observed (r =
0.3715, 95% CI1[0.3443, 0.3984], p < 0.0001).

The unusually low I? value of 0.09% suggests
minimal between-study heterogeneity, which
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may indicate either genuine consistency or
methodological similarities across studies. This
finding warrants careful interpretation, as typical
marketing meta-analyses report I*> values be-
tween 30% and 90%. Future research should
investigate potential sources of heterogeneity
through moderator analysis and sensitivity test-
ing.

Digital marketing channel adoption pat-
terns

According to The CMO Survey Fall 2024
[6], marketing technology usage in manufactur-
ing reached 52.9% in 2024, up from approxi-
mately 35% in 2020. This trend reflects increas-
ing recognition among manufacturing leaders
that digital channels are essential for customer
acquisition and retention. The survey also re-
veals that marketing leaders continue to increase
investments in digital channels, particularly so-
cial media and marketing analytics, suggesting
sustained momentum in digital transformation.

However, channel adoption wvaries signifi-
cantly across industries and enterprise sizes. The
study [3] reports that service-sector companies
demonstrate higher adoption rates and stronger
performance effects (r = 0.425) compared to
manufacturing enterprises (r = 0.298). This di-
vergence may reflect inherent differences in cus-
tomer interaction patterns: service industries
typically have more frequent, direct customer
touchpoints where digital marketing can imme-
diately demonstrate impact, whereas manufac-
turing relationships often involve longer sales
cycles and more complex B2B negotiations.

Synthesis: research gaps and critical as-
sessment

The critical review of existing literature re-
veals several important research gaps. First,
while the overall positive relationship between
digital marketing and performance is well-
established, the conditions under which this rela-
tionship is strongest remain underexplored. Sec-
ond, manufacturing SMEs are significantly un-
derrepresented in existing empirical studies,
with most research focusing on service indus-
tries or large enterprises. Third, the mechanisms
through which digital marketing translates into
performance outcomes — particularly in re-
source-constrained manufacturing contexts —
require further theoretical elaboration. Fourth,
existing studies predominantly employ cross-
sectional designs, limiting causal inference. Fi-
nally, the role of contextual moderators such as
regional development level, industry characteris-
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tics, and enterprise ownership structure warrants
deeper investigation.

Theoretical Framework

This section presents an integrated theoretical
framework that synthesizes insights from the
resource-based view (RBV) and dynamic capa-
bilities theory to explain how digital marketing
influences enterprise performance in manufac-
turing SMEs. The framework addresses the re-
search gaps identified in Section 2 by explicitly
incorporating manufacturing-specific contextual
factors.

Theoretical foundations

The resource-based view [7] posits that com-
petitive advantage stems from valuable, rare,
inimitable, and non-substitutable (VRIN) re-
sources. According to this perspective, firms that
possess superior resources can achieve sustained
competitive advantage by deploying these re-
sources in ways that create value for customers.
In the digital marketing context, enterprises may
possess valuable digital assets including custom-
er data repositories, online brand presence, es-
tablished digital channel partnerships, and pro-
prietary analytics capabilities. These resources
can theoretically provide competitive advantage
by enabling more precise targeting, better cus-
tomer engagement, and improved conversion
rates.

Nevertheless, the RBV framework faces sig-
nificant limitations when applied to digital mar-
keting environments. First, digital resources are
often highly imitable: social media strategies,
content marketing approaches, and e-commerce
platforms can be replicated by competitors with
relative ease, undermining the "inimitability"
condition central to RBV. Second, digital mar-
keting resources depreciate rapidly — what con-
stitutes a valuable SEO strategy or effective so-
cial media campaign today may become obso-
lete within months due to platform algorithm
changes. Third, RBV treats resources as static
endowments, yet digital marketing effectiveness
depends on continuous reconfiguration and real-
time responsiveness that static resource invento-
ries cannot capture. Fourth, the VRIN criteria
assume resource ownership, but many critical
digital marketing capabilities (e.g., platform ac-
cess, influencer networks) are relational and flu-
id rather than firm-owned. These limitations
suggest that merely possessing digital marketing
resources is insufficient for performance im-
provement; the critical question is how firms
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dynamically deploy and reconfigure these re-
sources.

Dynamic capabilities theory [7] directly ad-
dresses these RBV limitations by explaining
how firms continuously adapt their resource
configurations to changing market conditions.
While RBV asks "what resources does the firm
possess?" dynamic capabilities theory asks "how
does the firm reconfigure these resources to
match evolving market demands?" In digital
marketing contexts, this reconfiguration capabil-
ity manifests as: (a) sensing capability — identi-
fying emerging digital trends and platform op-
portunities before competitors; (b) seizing capa-
bility — rapidly deploying digital marketing initi-
atives to capture these opportunities; and (c)
transforming capability — reorganizing internal
processes and structures to support digital mar-
keting execution. The study [7] empirically
demonstrates that innovation-driven digital
transformation — which embodies these dynamic
capabilities — significantly enhances export per-
formance among SMEs. This theoretical integra-
tion is essential for manufacturing SMEs be-
cause resource constraints necessitate not merely
accumulating digital assets, but strategically pri-
oritizing which digital investments to make,
when to make them, and how to adapt them as
market conditions change.

The integrated framework

Drawing upon the critical synthesis of empir-
ical evidence (Section 2), this study proposes an
integrated theoretical framework (Figure 1) that
illustrates the mechanism through which digital
marketing drives enterprise performance in
manufacturing SMEs.

Framework components
connections

The framework comprises three intercon-
nected layers. The Input Layer captures digital
marketing activities including social media mar-
keting, e-commerce platforms, content market-
ing, and search engine marketing. These activi-
ties represent the digital resources that manufac-
turing SMEs deploy. The Process Layer encom-
passes digital transformation dimensions — cost
reduction, R&D intensity improvement, and
human resource enhancement — through which
digital marketing inputs are converted into or-
ganizational capabilities. These process mecha-
nisms are grounded in the study [5]'s empirical
findings on Chinese manufacturing enterprises.

and liteature
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INPUT LAYER
(Digital Marketing Activities)

® Social Media Marketing

® E-commerce Platforms
® Content Marketing
® SEQ/SEM

PROCESS LAYER
(Digital Transformation)
® Cost Reduction
® R&D Intensity Improvement
® Human Resource Enhancement

OUTPUT LAYER
(Enterprise Performance)
® Financial Performance
® Operational Efficiency
® Market Share

MODERATING VARIABLES

Enterprise

Scale

Regional
Development
Level

Ownership
Structure

Figure 1. — Theoretical framework of digital marketing driving enterprise performance in Manufacturing

SMEs

Source: Developed by authors based on literature synthesis

The Output Layer captures enterprise per-
formance outcomes including financial perfor-
mance, operational efficiency, and market share.
This multi-dimensional performance conceptual-
ization addresses a limitation identified in the
literature review: many studies measure perfor-
mance through single indicators, potentially
overlooking the multifaceted nature of digital
marketing impact.

Framework novelty and contribution

This framework offers three key contribu-
tions that extend existing models. First, it explic-
itly integrates multiple theoretical perspectives
(RBV, dynamic capabilities, and digital trans-
formation theory) into a unified model, whereas
previous frameworks typically rely on single
theoretical lenses. Second, it incorporates manu-
facturing-specific moderating variables — enter-
prise scale, regional development level, and

ownership structure — that existing general-
purpose frameworks overlook. Third, the three-
layer structure (Input-Process-Output) provides
a clear analytical structure for both researchers
investigating mechanism pathways and practi-
tioners designing digital marketing strategies.
Unlike descriptive models that simply list fac-
tors, this framework specifies the causal chain
from digital activities through transformation
mechanisms to performance outcomes.

Empirical Evidence

Global digital trade development

The global digital trade landscape has experi-
enced remarkable growth over the past five
years. Figure 2 presents data from the Interna-
tional Trade Centre (ITC) Global Digital Trade
Development Report 2025 [1], which tracks
worldwide digital trade volumes.

Global Digital Trade Volume Trend (2020-2024)
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Figure 2. — Global digital trade development trend (2020-2024)
Source: ITC Global Digital Trade Development Report 2025 [1]
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As shown in Figure 2, global digital trade
volume increased from USD 4.59 trillion in
2020 to USD 7.23 trillion in 2024, maintaining a
stable average annual growth rate of approxi-
mately 12%. This sustained growth indicates
that digital trade remains a dynamic force in the
global economy. For manufacturing SMEs, this
trend signals expanding opportunities to access
international markets through digital channels,
reducing traditional barriers to export such as
physical distribution networks and intermediary
costs.

Digital marketing channel adoption: evi-
dence from the U.S. market

The adoption of digital marketing channels
among manufacturing enterprises has increased
significantly from 2020 to 2024. Figure 3 pre-
sents adoption rate data from The CMO Survey
Fall 2024 [6], which tracks marketing practices
among U.S. companies. Notably, these data rep-
resent the U.S. manufacturing sector broadly and
are not specific to SMEs.

The data reveals that email marketing has the
highest adoption rate (62% in 2024), followed
by e-commerce platforms (58%) and search en-
gine marketing (55%). Social media marketing
adoption reached 52% in 2024, up from 32% in
2020, representing a 63% relative increase.
These findings indicate that manufacturing en-
terprises increasingly recognize social channels
as viable platforms for B2B engagement, cus-
tomer relationship management, and brand

building. The gap between 2020 and 2024 adop-
tion rates across all channels indicates accelerat-
ing digital transformation momentum, potential-
ly driven by competitive pressure and changing
buyer behaviors in the post-pandemic era.

Meta-analysis results: effect sizes across
performance dimensions

A comprehensive meta-analysis of 56 studies
examining the impact of digital marketing on
SME performance provides robust empirical
evidence. Figure 4 presents the effect sizes
across different performance dimensions and
industry contexts.

The overall effect size (r = 0.3715) indicates
a moderate positive relationship between digital
marketing and SME performance, suggesting
that digital marketing contributes meaningfully
to enterprise outcomes, although its effects are
not uniformly strong across contexts. The ser-
vice sector demonstrates the strongest effect (r =
0.425), followed by customer acquisition (r =
0.389), brand awareness (r = 0.368), financial
performance (r = 0.352), and market share (r =
0.314). Notably, the manufacturing sector shows
a positive but more modest effect (r = 0.298)
compared to services, suggesting that manufac-
turing-specific contextual factors attenuate the
digital marketing-performance relationship. This
industry-level  heterogeneity  supports  the
framework's inclusion of contextual moderators
and underscores the need for manufacturing-
specific digital marketing strategies.

Digital Marketing Channel Adoption Rates: 2020 vs. 2024
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Figure 3. — Digital marketing channel adoption in manufacturing SMEs (2020 vs. 2024)
Note: Data reflects U.S. manufacturing firms overall; SME-specific adoption rates may differ

Source: The CMO Survey Fall 2024 [6]
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Meta-Analysis: Effect Sizes of Digital Marketing on SME Performance
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Figure 4. — Meta-analysis results: impact of digital marketing on SME performance
Note: 1>=0.09% indicates minimal observed between-study heterogeneity. While this suggests consistency across
studies, values below 1% are atypical in marketing meta-analyses (where I? typically ranges 30-90%). Potential ex-
planations include: (a) methodological similarity among included studies, (b) limited moderator exploration, or (c)
publication bias favoring significant results. Readers should interpret this finding with appropriate caution.
Source: Business Perspectives (2025) [3], n=56 studies

Discussion

Implementation challenges for manufac-
turing SMEs

Despite the clear benefits of digital market-
ing, manufacturing SMEs face numerous im-
plementation challenges that may attenuate per-
formance effects. Drawing on empirical research
[8], the following challenges have been identi-
fied and linked to actionable management impli-
cations. The study [8] identifies four primary
barriers to digital marketing adoption in SMEs.

First, digital marketing knowledge and exper-
tise gaps present significant barriers. Many
manufacturing SMEs lack personnel with the
necessary skills to effectively implement and
manage digital marketing strategies. This chal-
lenge can be addressed through targeted training
programs and partnerships with digital market-
ing agencies or educational institutions.

Second, resource constraints limit the ability
of SMEs to invest in digital marketing technolo-
gies and tools. Budget limitations and competing
priorities often result in underinvestment in digi-
tal capabilities. Management implication: SMEs
should adopt phased implementation approach-
es, prioritizing channels with the highest ex-
pected returns (e.g., email marketing and SEO)
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before expanding to more resource-intensive
channels.

Third, organizational culture and leadership
support are critical factors. Enterprises with tra-
ditional marketing mindsets may resist the tran-
sition to digital approaches. Successful digital
transformation requires top-management com-
mitment and a culture that embraces experimen-
tation and data-driven decision-making.

Fourth, technological infrastructure and mar-
ket competition in the digital space create addi-
tional challenges. Manufacturing SMEs need
reliable internet connectivity, digital platforms,
and analytics tools. Policymakers can support
this through infrastructure investments and tech-
nology subsidy programs targeted at SMEs.
Digital divide: regional and scale disparities

Beyond the four implementation barriers
identified above, a critical yet often overlooked
challenge is the digital divide affecting small
manufacturing enterprises in underdeveloped
regions. The study [5] found that Chinese manu-
facturing enterprises in developed regions
achieved significantly better performance out-
comes from digital transformation than those in
less-developed regions. Further evidence docu-
ments how the digital divide in Chinese manu-
facturing manifests as significant regional dis-
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parities in digital technology adoption and sub-
sequent firm performance. This regional dispari-
ty suggests that digital marketing effectiveness
is not uniform across geographical contexts.

Small manufacturing firms in rural or eco-
nomically disadvantaged areas face a com-
pounding disadvantage: limited internet infra-
structure, shortage of digital talent, constrained
financial resources, and weaker institutional
support for technology adoption. The study [7]
highlights that innovation-driven digital trans-
formation requires complementary resources
including skilled labor, financial capital, and
supportive institutional environments, resources
that are precisely scarcer in underdeveloped re-
gions. This creates a self-reinforcing cycle
where disadvantaged firms fall further behind in
digital capabilities, widening the performance
gap between leading and lagging enterprises.

Addressing this digital divide requires target-
ed policy interventions beyond generic digitali-
zation support. Prior empirical evidence demon-
strates that digital transformation significantly
enhances performance in manufacturing SMEs,
but the magnitude of improvement depends crit-
ically on firms’ prior technological capabilities
and regional institutional support. Specific
measures include: (1) regional broadband infra-
structure investment to ensure reliable connec-
tivity; (2) mobile-first digital marketing solu-
tions designed for resource-constrained envi-
ronments; (3) public-private partnerships to pro-
vide affordable digital marketing services to
small manufacturers; and (4) tailored training
programs that account for varying baseline digi-
tal literacy levels. Without such targeted inter-
ventions, the benefits of digital marketing may
remain concentrated among larger, urban, and
better-resourced enterprises, exacerbating rather
than reducing regional inequality.

Theoretical implications

This study offers several theoretical contribu-
tions. First, by integrating RBV and dynamic
capabilities theory, the proposed framework ad-
vances theoretical understanding of how digital
marketing resources are transformed into per-
formance outcomes. This integration addresses a
gap in existing literature that typically employs
single theoretical lenses. Second, the explicit
inclusion of manufacturing-specific moderators
extends general digital marketing theory to an
under-researched industrial context. Third, the
meta-analysis provides a quantitative synthesis
that confirms the overall positive relationship
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while revealing meaningful industry-level heter-
ogeneity that future theoretical models should
incorporate. The findings challenge the implicit
assumption of universality in digital marketing
theory and suggest that sector-specific contin-
gencies must be incorporated into future theoret-
ical models.

Managerial implications

The findings carry important practical impli-
cations for manufacturing SME managers. The
meta-analysis suggests that digital marketing
investments are likely to yield positive returns,
but effect sizes vary by channel and context.
Managers should prioritize email marketing and
SEO/SEM, which show high adoption rates and
relatively lower resource requirements. The
lower effect size for manufacturing (r = 0.298)
compared to services (r = 0.425) suggests that
manufacturing managers should set realistic ex-
pectations and focus on long-term relationship
building rather than immediate transaction met-
rics. The framework presented in this study can
guide managers in systematically evaluating
their digital marketing readiness across the In-
put-Process-Output dimensions.

Conclusion and Future Directions

Summary of key findings

This study has systematically examined the
relationship between digital marketing strategies
and enterprise performance in manufacturing
SMEs through a comprehensive literature review
and meta-analysis. The key findings are as fol-
lows.

First, digital marketing has a moderate posi-
tive impact on SME performance, with an over-
all effect size of r = 0.3715. This finding is con-
sistent across diverse study contexts though the
magnitude of effects varies significantly by in-
dustry and performance dimension.

Second, the effectiveness of digital marketing
varies substantially by industry sector. Service-
oriented businesses show greater performance
improvements (r = 0.425) than manufacturing
enterprises (r = 0.298). This heterogeneity un-
derscores the importance of context-specific dig-
ital marketing strategies rather than one-size-
fits-all approaches.

Third, key success factors include organiza-
tional innovativeness, managerial capabilities,
and digital transformation readiness. Enterprises
that invest in developing these capabilities are
more likely to achieve positive outcomes from
digital marketing initiatives.
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Fourth, manufacturing SMEs face unique
challenges including resource constraints, exper-
tise gaps, and longer sales cycles that moderate
the digital marketing-performance relationship.
Addressing these challenges requires targeted
strategies that account for manufacturing-
specific contexts.

Theoretical contributions

This study makes three primary theoretical
contributions. First, it proposes an integrated
theoretical framework that combines the re-
source-based view with dynamic capabilities
theory, providing a more comprehensive expla-
nation of the digital marketing-performance rela-
tionship than previous single-lens approaches.
Second, it identifies and empirically validates
the role of manufacturing-specific moderating
factors, extending existing theory to an im-
portant but under-researched industrial context.
Third, the meta-analysis quantifies the overall
effect size while revealing meaningful heteroge-
neity across industries and performance dimen-
sions, providing a benchmark for future studies.

Practical recommendations

Based on these findings, several practical
recommendations are proposed. For enterprise
managers, it is recommended to: (1) develop
comprehensive digital marketing strategies
aligned with business objectives and manufac-
turing-specific constraints; (2) invest in digital
talent development through training and strate-
gic hiring; (3) establish robust performance
measurement systems that track both short-term
metrics and long-term relationship outcomes; (4)
adopt phased implementation approaches that
prioritize high-impact, lower-cost channels; and
(5) leverage government support programs for
SME digitalization.

For policymakers, supporting SME digitali-
zation through training programs, technology
subsidies, and infrastructure development would
enhance the competitiveness of the manufactur-
ing sector. Particular attention should be directed
toward addressing the digital divide between
large and small enterprises and between devel-
oped and developing regions.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has several limitations that point
to future research directions. First, the meta-
analysis relies on published studies, potentially
introducing publication bias. Future research
should include grey literature and working pa-
pers. Future studies could strengthen empirical
validity by employing more rigorous meta-
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analytic techniques, including the use of ran-
dom-effects models, publication bias diagnostics
(e.g., funnel plots and Egger’s regression test),
and sensitivity analyses. Second, most included
studies employ cross-sectional designs, limiting
causal inference. Longitudinal studies and natu-
ral experiments would strengthen causal claims.
Third, the low I? value (0.09%) in the meta-
analysis warrants further investigation through
moderator analysis and sensitivity testing.
Fourth, the manufacturing SME context de-
serves more primary research, as existing evi-
dence remains limited. Future studies should
examine specific digital marketing tactics (e.g.,
LinkedIn marketing for B2B manufacturing) and
their effectiveness. Finally, the rapid evolution
of digital marketing technologies means that
findings may need periodic updating as new
platforms and tools emerge. Addressing these
methodological limitations will be critical for
advancing cumulative and theory-driven
knowledge in digital marketing research. Over-
all, this study contributes to a more nuanced un-
derstanding of digital marketing by demonstrat-
ing that its effectiveness is context-dependent,
mechanism-driven, and constrained by structural
factors, particularly in manufacturing SMEs.
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PRISMA Literature Screening Flowchart

Records identified from
database searching
(n = 1,847)

Records after duplicate removal

(n=1,523)

Records screened by
title and abstract

(n=1,523)

Excluded: Title/Abstract
not relevant
(n = 1,289)

Databases:

Web of Science

Google Scholar

Period: 2010-2024

Full-text articles assessed

for eligibility

(n = 234)

Excluded (n = 178):
* Not empirical (n = 45)
* No performance measure (n = 62)
* Conference abstract (n = 38)
* Duplicate publication (n = 2

Studies included in
qualitative synthesis

(n = 56)

Studies included in
meta-analysis

{n = 56)

Note: PRISMA 2020 guidelines followed. Screening conducted by two independent reviewers.
Discrepancies resolved through discussion,
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