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 Social media (SM) has become a necessity and a method to confront 

challenges and fierce competition. More than half of the population are using 

SM. However, its implication for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) is 

not well documented and researched. Therefore, the purpose of this study is 

to review the literature pertaining to the adoption of SM by SMEs.  

A systematic literature review was conducted using specific keywords and 

database. This has resulted in reviewing 28 related articles. The findings was 

presented using frequency analysis. Number of articles are increasing 

steadily especially in emerging markets with large number of studies 

deploying the exploratory nature. The most widely used theory is the 

technological-organizational-environmental framework (TOE) and the 

sample size of the reviewed studies is adequate. Increasingly the structural 

equation modelling are being used. However, the use of intervening variable 

is minimal. The finding also showed that organizational and environmental 

context variables are the most important predictors of SM adoption by SMEs 

while the consequence of this adoption on business performance is mixed. 

There is a need for more studies to discover the consequence of adopting SM 

by SMEs using a combination of theories. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Recently, the social media (SM) has become an important tool for individual, business and 

governmental agencies to communicate and spread news about their activities. By April 2021, number of SM 

users account to 4.83 billion with an annual increase of 13.7%. It is estimated that almost 70% of the eligible 

population in the world are using SM website with an average use of 2 hours and 22 minutes per day [1].  

Due to this wide usage of SM, researchers, practitioners and businesses has started using the SM as a tool to 

access and communicate with potential customers [2]. One of the important usage of SM is to market product 

and services and increase the awareness about brand as well as brand loyalty [3]. Despite the fact that there is 

a variation in the usage of the SM websites, businesses are deploying more frequently the facebook (FB) as a 

tool to market their product and services and interact with customers using two-way communications. 

Among the other SM that are used is twitter, linkedin, youtube and blogs [3]. Researchers indicate the usage 

of SM has become a must for business to survive and thrive [4]-[7], [8].  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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One of the business that not yet utilize the potential of SM is the small and medium enterprise 

(SMEs). SMEs are characterized by their small size and capability [4], [9]. The use of SM can be an optimal 

solution for these business to grow and compete with other organizations [10]. This is because the SMEs are 

facing growing challenges due to the fierce competition and the globalization [11]. However, the adoption of 

SM by SMEs is still under researched [11]-[13] and more studies are needed to understand the status quo of 

the SM adoption [12]. Despite the urgent need for SMEs to use the SM, the literature has no agreement on 

the role that can be played by SM in term of business performance. Researchers found that the use of SM 

does not affect the business performance of SMEs [14]-[16]. On the other hand, researchers also found that 

the SM has resulted in an improvement of the financial performance of SMEs [3], [11], [17], [18] and 

increase the reputation as well as brand awareness and reduce cost of operation for these SMEs [17], [19]. 

In addition, the literature also showed that there is no general agreement on the predictors that lead 

to the adoption of SM among SMEs. While some researchers found that the organizational and 

environmental factors are critical [20], others tend to think that the technological factors carry the same 

importance [21]. The findings regarding the predictors and the role of SM are mixed. In addition, the 

literature lack for studies of SM adoption and its impact on SMEs [12], [13]. Therefore, the purpose of this 

study is to review the literature related to the adoption of SM by SMEs. The study also aims to find 

literatures on predictors of SM adoption by SMEs and also consequences of adopting SM. This will provide 

the researcher the direction for future work. In the next section, the literature is reviewed systematically. This 

is followed by the research methodology and the findings of SLR from this study. The findings are discussed 

as well as the limitations and direction for future works are highlighted. A concluding remark is given at the 

last section. 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review of this study included 28 articles that deal with the adoption of SM by SMEs. 

The articles were divided based on the theoretical frameworks of the reviewed studies.  

 

2.1.   Exploratory studies  

Exploratory studies refer to the situation where the reviewed articles have not deployed a theory.  

For example, in the study of [3] in India, the study reviewed the literature and found that facebook is the most 

widely used tool for the marketing using SM. Similarly, a review study conducted by [22] found that the 

studies pertaining to SM in developing countries is still limited. The study of [10] in United Kingdom (UK) 

conducted a survey to understand the adoption of SM by SMEs. Findings showed that twitter and facebook 

are widely used by SMEs and these SMEs are benefiting greatly from the usage of SM. In France, the study 

of [18] found that strategic orientation affected SM orientation which in turn affected the SM performance.  

More explorative in nature studies were conducted by researchers. In the study of [23] in United 

States (US), the author examined the SM adoption using a qualitative approach. The findings showed that 

perception of SM such as ease of use, usefulness, and enjoyment as well as personal characteristics, social 

influence, current business performance, and business purposes are important factors for the SM adoption. 

Similarly, a study by [11] in UK using a qualitative approach found that SM enhances the visibility of 

companies and increase their sales and access to new market. In Australia, [24] found that the facilitators for 

adoption is the ease of use, peer use, knowledge to use and relative advantage. For non-adopters, the time 

requirement and lack of knowledge is the main barrier. Facebook followed by YouTube are widely used by 

SMEs. Review studies were also conducted to understand the benefits of adopting SM by SMEs and found 

that the main benefits are related to brand reputation, marketing, advertisement, and customer relationship 

management [25], [26]. In Finland, the study of [27] examined the predictor of using SM and found that prior 

online sale and high use of information communication technology (ICT) will motivate SMEs to adopt  

the SM. 

 

2.2.   Technological-organizational-environmental  

Several theories have been used to study innovation adoption by several researchers. Among them 

are technological-organizational-environmental (TOE), diffusion of innovation (DOI). TOE framework has 

been used by several studies in the literature. In a multi countries study, [2] examine the adoption of SM by 

SMEs and found that firm innovativeness, firm size and firm geographical location have significant effect on 

SM adoption. In Malaysia, [28] deployed TOE to examine the adoption of social customer relationship 

management. The findings showed that technological, organizational and environmental context are 

important for the adoption of SM by SMEs. Similarly, the TOE was used in the study of [20] in Uni Emirat 

Arab (UAE) and the findings showed that organizational and environmental context are critical for the 

adoption but not the technological. Similar findings were derived by [14] which found that only 
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organizational and environmental factor affected the SM adoption. SM adoption has no effect on business 

performance. On the other hand, the study of [21] indicate that SM awareness, technological, organizational, 

and environmental context affected the intention to use SM marketing during coronavirus disease 

(COVID 19). In addition, technological, organizational, and environmental factors affected the use of SM by 

SMEs in UAE [12].  

 

2.3.   Technology acceptance model 

Technology acceptance model (TAM) is one of the widely used theoretical framework in 

technology adoption and it was developed by [29]. In the context of SM adoption by SMEs, the model was 

used in few studies. In Malaysia, [30] deployed TAM to examine the use of SM. The findings indicate that 

the most important variable are ease of use, usefulness, and enjoyment. Similarly, in Switzerland, [31] 

examined the adoption of SM for strategic use and found that perceived usefulness and perceived risk but not 

ease of use has significant effect on the adoption of SM. In the study of [16] in US, the findings showed that 

personal use of SM for business purposes outperform business use. The ease of use and usefulness are 

critical. Personal and business use of SM has no effect on revenue. In the study of [32], the findings showed 

that perceived usefulness, perceive ease of use and perceived trust affect the intention to use SM by SMEs in 

Malaysia. 

 

2.4.   Unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT)  

The unified theory of acceptance and use of technolog (UTAUT) is one of the theory that has been 

used by researchers to examine the adoption of SM by SMEs. UTAUT was used in the study of [33] to 

examine the behavioural intention of SMEs to adopt SM. The findings showed that price value and task 

technology fit affected attitude which in turn along with facilitating condition affected behavioural intention 

(BI). In the study of [34], UTAUT was also deployed and the findings showed that performance expectancy, 

social influence, and facilitating condition affected the BI toward using SM for SMEs marketing. 

 

2.5.   Diffusion of innovation  

Few of the reviewed studies has used the DOI theory to explain the adoption of SM by SMEs. For 

instance, [17] examined the adoption of facebook in Malaysia and found that Facebook usage affected the 

financial performance. Compatibility, cost effectiveness, and interactivity affected the usage of facebook. 

Trust has insignificant effect. DOI was also deployed in the study of [19] and the author found that 

interactivity, cost effectiveness, and compatibility affected the SM usage which in turn affected the 

performance benefits. 

 

2.6.   Other theories  

Two studies have deployed different theories such as the viral marketing theory and media 

synchronicity theory (MST). The viral marketing theory was deployed in the study of [13] and the findings 

showed that SM helps SMEs in increase customer clientele, brand awareness, loyalty and reputation, reduce 

communication and marketing cost, revenue generation, attracting new customers, and competitive 

advantage. In the study of [35], the MST was deployed using qualitative approach and the findings showed 

that the usage of SM is affected by variable with information security and control as emerging important 

variable. The usage includes marketing, innovation, and collaboration. 

 

 

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The study uses a quantitative approach that is done by reviewing existing studies in SM adoption by 

SMEs. To identify the most related articles to the topic, keywords have been used to search reliable 

databases. Keywords such as social media, SMEs, SM, social media adoption by SMEs and a combination of 

these words have been used to search for articles in web of sciences, scopus, and google scholar. Inclusion 

criteria were assigned to include articles in English between 2015 and 2021. On the other hand, the exclusion 

criteria were set to exclude article in non-English language before 2015. The purpose of time frame between 

2015-2020 is to have a recent view of the literature regarding the topic of this study. Using these criteria, a 

total of 141 articles were identified to be related to the topic by using the keywords. However, the filtration 

of articles has reduced the number of articles to 27 articles. One more article was included from 2014 due to 

its relatedness to the topic. This makes the total reviewed articles is 28 articles. The filtration included three 

phases. Duplicated and non-English, outdated articles (first phase of filtration) reduced the articles to 57 

followed by reading of title and abstract which has reduced the number to 38 and the last phase conducted by 

full reading the articles and resulted in 28 valid articles. Figure 1 shows the filtration process of selecting the 

related articles.  
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Figure 1. Filtration of articles 

 

 

4. FINDINGS  

The findings of systematic literature review? This study are presented using frequency analysis.  

It is conducted by using excel sheet that helps in drawing the figures. The findings include the descriptive 

information of the reviewed articles such as year of publication, country, study approach, sample, data 

analysis technique, predictor of adoption and consequence. 

 

4.1.   Year of publication  

In Figure 2, the year of publication of the articles is given. It shows that number of articles increased 

steadily over the years. In 2017, the highest number recorded. Sharp drop has been seen in 2018. In 2019 and 

2020, the number of articles increased. This might be due to the notion that the SM has become a necessity 

for businesses.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Year of publication 

 

 

4.2.   Country of the Study  

The country of origin where the reviewed studies has been conducted is given in Figure 3. It shows 

that the highest percentage of 14% was conducted in UAE and Malaysia as well as India (14% for each). In 

the second rank is the country of US, UK and Indonesia with 10% for each country. Other countries except 

Australia (7%) received less than 5% of the studies.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Country of the study  
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4.3.   Theoretical framework  

Theories that have been deployed by the reviewed studies are shown in Figure 4. It shows that 38% 

of the reviewed studies did not deploy any theory and they were explorative in nature. Among the deployed 

theory, the TOE received 21% of the reviewed studies. This is followed by TAM (17%), UTAUT (10%), 

DOI (7%), MST (4%), and viral marketing (3%). It was noticed also that most of the studies did not combine 

theories to increase the variation in SMEs’ adoption of SM. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Theoretical framework 
 

 

4.4.   Study approach  

The approach of the reviewed studies can be divided into three categories. The first is the empirical 

studies which include qualitative and quantitative studies. This category accounted to 75%. Review studies 

accounted to 21% while studies that were conceptual in nature accounted to 4%. Figure 5 shows the approach 

of the reviewed studies.  
 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Approach of the reviewed studies 
 
 

4.5.   Sample size  

The sample size of the empirical studies is given in Figure 6. It shows that the sample size ranged 

between 42 as minimum and 6,129 as a maximum with a mean of 542. This sample size is large enough to 

represent the population and it meets the assumptions of structural equation modelling [36]. Among the 

respondents of the reviewed studies, the majority were the manager of SMEs except for two studies extracted 

the data from entrepreneurs. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Sample size of the reviewed studies 
 
 

4.6.   Data analysis tools 

The method of analysing the data of the empirical studies are shown in Figure 7. It shows that 

equally the statistical package for social science (SPSS) and partial least square (PLS) has been deployed by 

seven studies for each. The analysis of moment structure (AMOS) was deployed in three studies. Four studies 

were qualitative in nature and deployed the content analysis.  
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Figure 7. Data analysis tools 

 

 

4.7.   Predictors and consequence of social media adoption  

The reviewed studies indicated that the predictors of SM varied. While some studies refer to cost as 

an essential factor [17], [28], others view the environmental factors such as competitive pressure and 

customer pressure as the most critical driver for SM adoption [20]. Previous studies agreed that the 

technological context is not critical for the adoption of SM [14], [20]. On the other hand, studies also found 

that the technological context is important [12], [21]. The differences in the previous studies could be related 

to the country where the study is conducted. This is because there is a technological gap between developed 

and developing countries. However, previous studies that found the importance of technology outperform 

those that found the variable is not important. In term of the consequence, the previous studies have mixed 

opinion. Research found that the SM does not affect the performance of SMEs while other found significant 

effect of SM’s adoption on financial performance. This is again could be due to the country of origin and due 

to the notion that adoption of technology is costly and it pays off in the short term. 

 

 

5. DISCUSSION  

This study was conducted to review the existing studies in SM adoption by SMEs. The findings 

showed that number of studies are increasing steadily over the years and this shows the importance of SM for 

SMEs to survive and thrive. This findings is in line with the study of [8] and [10] which indicate that the 

adoption has become a must for SMEs. The findings also showed that the number of article in developing 

countries and emerging economies are increasing. More than half of the articles were conducted in countries 

such as UAE, Malaysia, India, and Indonesia. This finding contradicts with the suggestions of [13] which 

indicated that most of previous studies were conducted in developed countries. However, the topic of 

adopting SM by SMEs is still in its infancy and this is evident from the large number of studies which were 

explorative in nature and did not deploy theories. In agreement with this conclusion, [27] suggested that the 

research into SM adoption by SMEs is still in its early stage and there are rooms to grow. Among the widely 

used theories in the reviewed studies is the TOE followed by TAM and UTAUT. The finding also showed 

that the empirical studies are increasing and they have deployed adequate number of respondents using 

several data analysis techniques such as SPSS, PLS and AMOS. In term of the predictors of SM adoption by 

SMEs, the studies found that organizational and environmental factors are the most important. This can 

explain the usage of TOE which is an organizational level adoption theory while TAM and UTAUT are 

designed for individual adoption of technology [37]. In term of the consequence of adopting SM by SMEs, 

the findings showed that there are mixed findings with the positive effect outperform the negative or the 

insignificant effect.  

 

 

6. LIMITATION AND DIRECTION FOR FUTURE WORK  

The findings of this study should be interpreted bearing in mind the limitations of this study. This 

study is limited to the timeframe between 2015 and 2020. It is also limited to the number of reviewed studies. 

As a way to expand the findings of this study, it is suggested for future work to include larger sample size by 

enlarging the timeframe or by including more databases. Future studies are suggested to examine the 

adoption of SM by SMEs in the context of developing countries. Few studies on this topic in countries in the 

Middle East such as Saudi Arabia, but more studies in other developing countries such as Turkey, Iran, and 

African. Using these literature from these countries will help in understand the predictor of SM adoption. 

Further, due to the differences in the nature of service and manufacturing SMEs, future studies are suggested 

to conduct more studies on either service or manufacturing SMEs.  

In term of the theories, previous studies rarely combine more than one theory to increase the variation 

in explaining the SM adoption by SMEs. Therefore, it is recommended for future studies to examine the 

adoption of SM by combining TOE and TAM or TOE and social exchange theory or TOE and UTAUT. This is 
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because combining theories in technology adoption is the norm of the literature. For example UTAUT was 

developed based on combining eight theories [38]. Further, individual context variable can be included in TOE 

to enhance the model. For example, the characteristics of the managers of SMEs such as their age, gender, 

education, and experience [39] can play a critical role in explaining their behaviour toward adopting SM.  

Future studies are also recommended to conduct more empirical studies and deploy the structural 

equation modelling. SPSS is widely used in the literature and this can explain the lack of using mediator and 

moderator. The reviewed studies did not include any intervening variables such as mediator or conditional 

variable such as moderator. For example, trust is critical factor in technology adoption and including this 

variable as mediator or moderator can increase the variation in SM adoption by SMEs. Other important 

variable such as IT knowledge and organizational readiness can be also deployed as moderating variables in 

the context of SM adoption [37]. Lastly, there are scarce studies that focus on predictors and consequence 

SM and SMEs. This topic deserves further research to understand comprehensively the role of SM in SMEs.  

 

 

7. CONCLUSION  

This study has reviewed the literature related to SM adoption by SMEs. Frequency analysis was 

used to present the findings of this study. The findings indicate the number of articles are increasing over 

year and these studies are being conducted in emerging economies. The findings also showed that there are 

large number of exploratory studies indicating that the study in SM adoption by SME are still in its early 

stage and more studies are needed. Most widely used theory is the TOE and this could be due to the 

organizational nature of the theory. The findings also showed that the literature is dominated by empirical 

studies with adequate sample size. This also could explain the increase use of structural equation modelling. 

The most important predictors of SM adoption by SMEs are organizational and environmental context 

variables and the consequence of the adoption is mixed. More studies in emerging economies are needed to 

confirm the consequence of adopting SM by SMEs. 
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