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ABSTRACT

Small and medium-sized firms (SMEs) are an important driver of the expansion, and sustainability of the
Nigerian economy. Small and medium-sized businesses play a crucial role in the growth and lubricant of
any economy. Despite the fact that most programs aimed at SMEs in Nigeria were poorly implemented,
some of them did succeed. This study tried to pinpoint the difficulties and opportunities faced by Small and
Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs), as well as how digital marketing may solve many of the SMEs'
problems. To highlight key points on the topic of this study, pertinent literatures were reviewed. A sample
size of 162 participants was carefully chosen for this investigation. The research sample was limited to
small and medium-sized businesses in the study area that had an internet presence. For this investigation,
the quantitative research design approach was employed. The acquired data were checked and analyzed
using the pertinent statistical tools of IBM-SPSS software, version 25. The success of SMEs is significantly
influenced by the level of marketing, according to the study's findings. The marketing of SMEs determines
the long-term success or failure of the company. SMEs must become digital if they are to grow and operate
effectively because without internet that facilitates online marketing, small businesses cannot gain
worldwide visibility, and people won't buy from you if they are not aware of your goods or services. To
assure SMEs stability and economy growth, the report advised SMEs and other economic stakeholders to
use online marketing.

Keywords: Fast-growing, Small Businesses, Online marketing, Economy, Sales growth
1 INTRODUCTION

It is generally accepted that small and medium-sized businesses (SMESs) are the main contributors
to domestic economic activity. They serve as one of the primary sources of employment
opportunities for individuals in each country, which helps to establish income sources for many
households (Mappigau & Agussalim, 2013). Small and medium-sized businesses (SMESs) are
meant to significantly contribute to employment, innovation, and social stability on a global scale.
It is also described to as the catalyst for both industrial and economic development. Historically,
SMEs made up around 97.2% of the commercial industry in regards to of the proportion of
businesses (Ojokuku & Sajuyigbe, 2014).

The huge number of graduates in Nigeria without jobs and the situation of extreme poverty have
eaten deeply into the country's economy, and all effort to revive the economy have been thwarted
(Garcial-Teruel & Martinez-Solano, 2007). Unquestionably, industrial expansion is essential for
eradicating hardship, and it must be exceedingly inclusive and available to the majority of the
population in it to be successful. One of the most prominent ways to accomplish this goal is to
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improve the long-term viability and profitability of local businesses and SMEs (Agbim, 2020).
The success of the nation's industrial sector depends on the growth of small- and medium-sized
firms.

Given its multiple outstanding achievements as an origin of technological advances and emerging
goods, the industry is notable for playing a key role in the sustainable expansion of the country,
and its significance may be appropriately regarded in relation to the Nigerian economy's structure.
This illustrates the significance of these companies, especially in terms of efficiency, distribution
of earnings through greater investing, and revenues (Umana, 2018). Gervase, Franklin, and
Ruhode (2018), in a study, found that small businesses make up 60% of all businesses in Nigeria.
According to Olowe, Moradeyo, and Babalola (2013), many SMEs were unable to advance to the
growth stage of their life cycles due to Nigeria's toxic business climate. 80% of SMEs in Nigeria
collapse within their initial five-year window, according to studies by Adebisi and Gbegi from
2013.

Many young people today work to start businesses with the goal of supporting themselves. Some
do this under the common belief that “there are no jobs in the country,” while others are eager to
enter a field because others around them are doing well. They do this without having the necessary
resources to support a business, which causes SMEs to grow and decline quickly (Kareem, 2018).
Low sales growth and a lack of sustainability on the part of these small firms may be to blame for
this failure. Approximately 5% of the world's GDP is lost as a result of SME failure (International
Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 2014).

Businesses need technology to meet their unique needs and put them in a position to profit from
the industrial sector's improvements around the world. Small and medium-sized businesses
(SMEs) in particular now have more opportunities than they could have otherwise afforded to sell
their services and products to more people due to the expansion of the Internet. According to
Dugguh (2015), small enterprises in Nigeria face a variety of difficulties that inevitably lead to
failure. These difficulties include inadequate money, bad marketing, a sluggish start-up procedure,
a lack of infrastructure development, a low patronage issue, management issues, and a lack of
business expertise or understanding, all of which could limit their ability to grow and survive.
According to Chapman, Fames-Moore, and Szizygeil (2000), it has been demonstrated that the
usage of online resources in company operations boosts the competitiveness of firms and expands
SMESs' opportunity bases to compete more equitably with bigger corporations.

In this environment, digital technologies are emerging as cutting-edge tools for executing business
operations, which has heightened competition. Through the use of social media, the web, engine
optimization, smartphones, display ads, and other online channels, digital marketing establishes
connections with customers. Nowadays, employees in both large and medium-sized businesses
use computers and the internet to raise awareness on a constant basis (Dugguh, 2015). This is true
for nearly all managerial domains. A company with no successful digital marketing plan is
comparable to a car without wheels. Its scope and usefulness will eventually be constrained. In
order to establish their position in the market and reflect their company's image with the intention
of growing their customer base, several business brands have combined traditional business
advertising with digital marketing in the twenty-first century. Small, medium-sized, and large
firms have all been significantly impacted by the outcome (Lee, Kelly, & Lee J, 2011). Therefore,
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the goal of this study is to discover whether improving online marketing will prevent small
businesses from closing down quickly.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1  Conceptual definition

The biggest proponents of economic growth, according to Ugurlu and Jindrichovska (2019), are
companies that are small or medium-sized. Startups are regarded as essential components in any
country due to their economic impact capacity to foster and sustain growth, combat
impoverishment, and potential to raise the number of jobs. In Nigeria, it is referred to be an
organization having a workforce capacity of between 10 and 300 (Mambula, 2002). According to
the European Union, SMEs are defined as any company with fewer than 250 people and annual
sales of up to 50 million euros (Olowe, Moradeyo, and Babalola, 2013).

Ayyagari, Beck, and Demirgl¢-Kunt's research from 2007 categorizes SMEs as those with fewer
than 250 employees. SMEs are also known as non-subsidiary, autonomous businesses with fewer
employees than a predetermined minimum. Across national statistical systems, this sum varies.
The most common upper limit is 250 employees, which is similar to the European Union. While
the USA classifies businesses with no more than 500 workers as SMEs, several other nations have
a cap of 200 employees.

Companies communicate with both existing and potential clients via digital platforms like internet
searches, social networking sites, electronic mail, and their web pages. According to Kannan and
Li (2017), digital marketing is an approach that uses technological advances to attract clients,
advance company brands, and determine customer needs. This process aims to increase business
revenue. Digital advertising is sometimes referred to as online marketing. Digital marketing,
according to Kannan and Li (2017), is a process that employs digital technology to acquire
customers, promote business brands, and establish client preferences. The goal of this procedure
is to boost business revenue.

2.2 Fast rise of SME’s in Nigeria

There are now more people interested in the expansion of SMEs as a result of many unique
conditions. Ekpenyong and Nyong (1992) list the growing concern over the limited job flexibility
of modern massive industries as one of these problems. The writers point out that Nigeria's current
large-scale industry cannot handle a sizable fraction of the country's rising labor force. Every year,
a large number of graduates are released into the workforce with little to no job opportunities,
which has inspired many to launch a business without the necessary knowledge or marketing
strategy. The broad realization that economic development was not being distributed fairly is
another issue.

Another element contributing to the speedy growth of SMEs is the get rich syndrome, which is
characterized by the widespread belief that "one cannot get wealthy on a salary pay" and the desire
of everyone to become rich. some people to launch their own business. Others are inspired to start
because friends, family, or a coworker are involved in such a business and it is succeeding.
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Furthermore, Onwukwe and Ifeanacho (2011) observe that Nigeria's industrialization strategies
for substituting imported goods have resulted in minimal effect on long-term growth as a result of
larger, international businesses not fitting when compared to the size of their assets for nations that
are developing like Nigeria. The ability to capitalize on the skills of educated and skilled women
who might otherwise be hindered from rising in the corporate world due to the "glass ceiling" is
made possible by the fact that women-owned SMEs are growing faster than the economy as a
whole in many OECD countries. Women can support their families financially while juggling their
obligations to their jobs and their families because to the improved flexibility that comes with
running a business (Brusco & Righi, 2019).

2.3  SME and national development

According to Onwukwe and Ifeanacho (2011), Nigeria and other African countries are classified
as undeveloped or developing countries because of the egregiously inadequate efforts made to
combat poverty and promote national development. SMEs are the foundation of revenue
generation in developing countries like Nigeria. They are essential instruments for encouraging
expansion of the economy in any country. Nigerian governments have consistently acknowledged
the importance of SMEs to the growth of the country's economy. This explains why fresh ideas for
the development of SME started spreading across the country beginning in the middle of the 1960s.
SMEs, which are critical for the equitable and long-term growth of the economy, make up over
90% of businesses functioning globally today (Onwukwe and Ifeanacho, 2011).

Small and medium-sized businesses actively influence the distribution of revenue in both
functional and nominal terms, which helps to advance the development of any country. Small
business investment provides a lot of potential for industrial development. Through adaptation,
small businesses provide chances for the development of regional expertise and technological
acquisition. Despite playing a key role in helping nations achieve economic freedom, SMEs in
Nigeria face significant operational difficulties. It has been nearly hard to create a robust and
effective SME sector in Nigeria due to the failure of the country's industrial development process
during the past few years (Akinola & lordoo, 2013).

In addition to the high level of corruption, which has prevented different government initiatives
from being successful in bringing out the best in terms of development, political and social
instability, financial turmoil, and elevated revenue have all had significant adverse impact on the
main organizations that are responsible for overseeing and carrying out policy. Unfortunately, such
failures have also resulted in the collapse and death of many small businesses.

2.4  Challenges SMES face that leads to the failure of the business

Although the attempts of various administrations as well as other stakeholders, a great deal of
recently established SMEs do not survive their first two years, and those that do survive are either
shutting down or performing below average. This statement by Thompson and MacMillan (2010),
who stated that "the failure rate for start-ups is high," is supported. Due to a substantial amount of
SME death rates, it is important to meticulously evaluate the internal efficiency and effectiveness
in operations as well as have a thorough understanding of the myriad of outside influences that
may limit SMEs' flexibility and capacity to take advantage of business opportunities that are
crucial for their survival and development. Here are a few reasons when SME failure occurs:
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2.4.1 Low Capital: Small company owners in underdeveloped nations frequently cite a lack of
finance as a major barrier to their growth as entrepreneurs. Financial rules and banking practices
that make it difficult for banks to bear the significant costs and hazards related to borrowing to
Entrepreneurs are the main causes of lack of capital access. According to Gbandi and Amissah
(2014), small businesses in Nigeria fail because they are unable to secure long-term financing. The
inadequate capital provided by banking institutions has been a major contributor to the widespread
failure of small businesses in Nigeria.

2.4.2 Unstable government regulation and unfriendly policy: Since its establishment, Nigeria has
developed a number of frameworks and regulations to support the development and performance
of SMEs. But it appears that these standards and rules have not been followed very carefully.
Unfortunately, without sound policy development and implementation, Nigeria will continue to
find it extremely difficult to compete internationally and/or rank among the top economies in the
world (Ayyagari, Beck, & Demirguc-Kunt, 2003).

2.4.3 Death of owner: Since most SMEs in Nigeria were founded with private or personal funds,
success and expansion are challenging (Obaje, 2020). According to the study of Aruwa (2004),
the majority of SMEs in Nigeria are run by a single person, with very few business owners enlisting
the help of family members or partners. The majority of businesses fail when or if the owner passes
away if there is no structure in place.

2.4.4 Poor digital marketing strategy: The internet and technology have taken over in the modern
day, and many businesses and organizations are embracing digitalization. An important factor in
Nigerian small businesses' downfall is the lack of those businesses to implement digital marketing
(Kuratiko & Hodgetts, 2004). The business's reach, customer base, and exposure all grow as a
result of online platform advertising for its goods and services.

2.4.5 Lack of infrastructure: Any country's infrastructure, such as its roads, buildings, and
bridges, can be used to gauge its economic development and growth rate (F. H. Ahmed, 2017).
Nigeria's small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) face several difficulties since the nation
lacks the facilities and infrastructure necessary for businesses to run successfully. For example, a
lack of reliable power supply has killed many companies because the expense of producing fuel
has an impact on their profit.

3 METHODOLOGY

Quantitative data was collected for the investigation. Through the distribution of questionnaires to
significant small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs), quantitative data for the study was gathered. The
perspective of digital marketing, small businesses, challenges, and solutions to issues SMEs in Nigeria
confront were all determined by this research. The study was conducted in three different local governments
in Lagos State, Nigeria. The LGAs of Ikorodu, Ikeja, and Eti-osa were investigated. One hundred sixty-two
(162) people were included in the study's population.

The study concentrated on Lagos, a metropolis that is part of one of Nigeria's 36 states, the largest
metropolis in Nigeria. Both Ikeja and Ikorodu Division are local government areas in Lagos State. In Eti-
Osa, there are less industries. The majority of the population works in farming, fishing, and trading.
However, because Eti-Osa used to be the country's capital; today, both domestic and foreign businesses call
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it home. Copies of the fully constructed questionnaires were used extensively in the research. Using the
purposive sample method, a total of 162 copies of the questionnaire were distributed. The Israel Glean
formula was used to calculate the sample size, and it is as follows:

n=[Z(dc)]?
2¢?

Where n = Sample Size
Z=1.96,d=1,2isconstant,c = 0 and e = Acceptable Sampling error (0.05), where the
confidence level is 95% and a margin error of 0.05

Therefore, n =z (2(0 ;5)2))

n= 1.96( ) = 384.16

1
2(0.05)2)

n = 384.16 (384, in one whole number)

The sample size formation was divided by 2, due to cost and time constraint, as 384 respondents
would have been difficult to get.

384 +2=192

192 copies of the questionnaire were distributed, but only 162 were retrieved and reviewed.

The Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) was used to analyze the completed questionnaire
copies in order to produce frequency percentages and contingency (cross-tabulation) tables. The
analyses of the data place a strong emphasis on comparative and relative frequencies and
percentages within and between variables because this is a descriptive and explanatory research.
Content analysis was performed on the qualitative data that was collected.

4 ANALYSIS OF DATA AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

Table 1: Respondents' Percentage Distribution by Sociodemographic Factors

Socio-demographics characteristics of the respondents

Location of the study Frequency Percent
(N=162) (%)

Eti-Osa 54 333

Ikeja 61 37.7

Ikorodu 47 29.0

Total 162 100.0

Gender

Male 50 30.9

Female 112 69.1




INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON AFRICA’S

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ICASuD) 2023 ’
Academic Qualification
None 0 0
SSCE 7 4.3
NCE/Diploma 6 3.7
BSc/HND 91 56.2
Postgraduate 58 35.8
Others 0 0
Total 162 100.0

Source: Field Survey, 2023

The findings of Table 1 demonstrate that the study was conducted in a total of three (3) local
government areas of Lagos. These areas were chosen because they are where the chosen Digital
Savvy SMEs are physically located and because of the local economic activity. Eti-Osa (33.3%),
Ikeja (37.7%), and Ikorodu (29%) make up the majority of respondents from each place. According
to the gender breakdown, there are 69.1% more women than men. The academic pedigree variables
were created to capture all types of academic qualifications, including individuals with no formal
education and informal education. However, the results show that every respondent has
successfully finished at least one degree of formal education. This could be due to the study's
knowledge requirements, including the requirement to read and write in English. The use of web
marketing is more prevalent among educated people. merely 4.3% of people merely have a Senior
Secondary School Certificate of Examination (SSSCE), 3.7% have a National Certificate of
Education or Diploma, 56.2% have a Bachelor's degree or higher, and 35.8% have a postgraduate
degree.

Table 2: Small Business’ experience with the use of digital platforms

Table 2. Business experience with the commonly use of digital platforms

Selected variable Frequency Percent

How old is this brand?

Below 5 years 102 63.0
5—-9years 43 26.5
10— 14 years 6 3.7

Total 162 100.0

Which of these digital marketing does your business’
products/ services utilize mostly? (Tick only one as

apply)




INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON AFRICA’S

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ICASuD) 2023 ’
Social Media (Facebook, WhatsApp, etc) 145 89.5
Email Marketing 6 3.7
Websites 9 5.6
Others digital marketing 2 1.2
Total 162 100.0
Total 162 100.0

Do you agree that utilizing digital Marketing helps in
improving employee’s productivity and creativity on

their job?

Yes 109 67.3
No 53 32.7
Total 162 100.0

Source: Field Survey, 2023

63.0% of the business's biggest brands have been around for less than five years, according to an
analysis of their varying ages. Some of the companies claimed that their goods or brands had been
operating for at least 15 years, while others claimed that they were just 5 to 9 years old. There are
many different digital platforms that can be used to market your company, some of which were
collected as responses from respondents. Of those who responded, 89.5% agreed that social media
marketing is the most popular channel for digital marketing, followed by email marketing (3.7%),
websites (5.6%), and other channels (1.2%).

Additionally, more than half of the respondents, or around two-thirds of the sample (67.3%), said
"Yes" when asked if using digital marketing had improved employees' productivity or creativity
at work. Several (32.7%) people responded "No™" to the question.

Table 3: Digital Marketing impact on Sales Growth and Sustainability of SMEs

Table 3. Digital Marketing, Sales Growth and SMEs sustainability

Selected variables Frequency Percent
Initial business income before the online/digital

marketing?

Less than & 1m 133 82.1
Nlm-N4.9m 11 6.8
N5mM —H9.9m 13 8.0
N10m & above 5 3.1
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Total 162 100.0

What would you now say is the income of your business

Less than &1m 64 40.0
NIm-N49m 45 28.1
N5M —H9.9m 39 24.4
N10m & above 12 7.5

Total 160 100.0

Where would you say your business record more sales?

From Online Customers 133 82.1
From Offline (walk-in customers) 29 17.9
Total 162 100.0

Which digital marketing platform gave your brand more
recognition/visibility?

Website 40 24.7
e-mail marketing 58 35.8
Social media 64 39.5
Total 162 100.0

Source: Field Survey, 2023

The subsequent investigation of the impact of digital marketing on SMEs prompted concerns about
the growth of sales and the viability of the organization. The study verified the enterprises'
beginning income as well as their present income levels, among other things, in order to ascertain
how much of an impact digital marketing had on the expansion of the company's sales. The
specifics are displayed in Table 3. Less than N1m (82.1%), representing 133 enterprises, was one
of the income categories found, and the percentage of businesses earning between N1m and N
4.9m was 6.8% (Table 5). Approximately 8.0% of people and 3.1% of businesses have annual
revenues of N10m or higher, respectively (Table 3).

The current revenue is in some ways better than the beginning income. Many firms have advanced
to the next higher level (N1m-N4.9m) from the first cadre of income (i.e. less than N1m). 64 out
of the 160 businesses who answered to the survey, or 40.0%, are currently at this level. Businesses
in the income groups (N5m-N9.9m) and (N10m and beyond) are currently 24.4% and 7.5%,
respectively, while those who have improved to the income group (N1m-N4.9m) are currently
28.1%. Despite the fact that everyone gave their original salary level, two firms declined to
respond.
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When the precise source of revenue growth was evaluated, the vast majority of respondents
(82.1%) stated that they had seen an increase in sales from online customers as opposed to offline
or walk-in customers. The platform that generated the most brand recognition or visibility was
social media, which was previously identified as the most popular digital marketing platform (see
Table 4.4) (Table 4.6). The following are the website (24.7%), followed by email marketing
(35.8%). According to the respondents’ answers, Instagram (74.7%) and WhatsApp (20.4%)
actually generated more sales than other social media, including the website (4.9%), as shown in
Table 3.

5 DISCUSSION

SMEs must alter their business practices to become more formal and digitalized without being
unduly bureaucratic if they are to grow and run effectively (Burns, 2001). These changes need to
be managed properly. Studies have shown that people won't purchase from you if they are not
aware of your goods or services (Ughulu, 2017). This shows that marketing plays a big part in
SMEs' success. Marketing determines whether a business is successful or unsuccessful over the
long run. According to Abereijo, Abimbola, and Fayomi (2019), it has actually come to be
recognized as one of the most important business activities and an essential component to the
survival and expansion of the companies. Nigerian SMEs frequently purchase old and inefficient
equipment due to a lack of funding or a basic misunderstanding of technical changes, which from
the outset creates the conditions for lower levels of production and inferior product quality. As a
result, many companies depend more on manual labor than on cutting-edge technology.

Most SMEs sell their products and services using traditional means. Sales, exposure, and market
research outside of a small local market suffer as a result. It's common knowledge that SMEs are
weak competitors because of their low production and sales. This is a result of using conventional
marketing strategies and underutilizing online marketing. Due to a lack of technological know-
how, budgetary restraints, and a lack of exposure on the part of certain business owners, SMESs in
developing countries find it challenging to compete with the marketing techniques of industrialized
countries as they are frequently modified.

For SMEs, consistently enhancing online marketing and meeting consumer demand will lead to
absolutely fantastic results and sustainability. Policymakers should aim to offer incentives to entice
SMEs to adopt new technologies. Ogboru (2015) asserts that certain personality traits in small
business owners’ impact whether their enterprises succeed or fail. Small business owners' poor
marketing abilities are to blame for many of the industry's marketing problems. Onuba (2010)
examines how the lack of resources (such as money, time, and marketing knowledge), the absence
of specialized marketing tactics, and the cap on market influence all place restrictions on SME
marketing. In Nigeria, SMEs' performance and sustainability have suffered from a lack of
marketing skills.

6 CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

It is true that SMEs in Nigeria have a great deal of potential. The country has a huge population,
the majority of whom are heavy consumers, along with a lot of natural resources. The nation's
reluctance to properly seize these opportunities, meanwhile, suggests that its overall issues are still
becoming worse. Given the exponential rise and fall of the nation's SMEs, stagnant growth is not
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an option. The government of Nigeria should adopt new innovation and technology to support the
country's SMEs because the low level of infrastructure development in the nation has been largely
attributed to it, along with the dramatic increase in the failure of SMEs.

7 LIMITATION AND FURTHER STUDIES

Because of trade secrets, some business owners were unwilling to let their companies be
researched; others believed that discussing their marketing strategies would reveal too much
information, and they were not prepared to provide the information that would be required. Some
did not start at all, while others started and stopped midway. Reaching out to SMEs with an internet
presence proved to be another hurdle.

This study suggests that additional research may be needed to compare SMEs with and without an
online presence and digital marketing methods. A comprehensive comparison may be made to
show the impact of digital marketing on SMEs even more.
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