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1. Introduction 
Globalisation and technological advancement are pushing for the growing competition in the small and medium 

enterprises business ecosystem. The function of marketing is critical to the continued existence and growth of SMEs 
(Ogundele et al., 2013). Marketing strategies evolved and often serve as one of the tools that helps swing the direction of 
current marketing sensations along the business cycle for most categories of business and industries (Sheetal, Sangeeta 
& Kumar, 2012). The role of marketing strategy in the enterprise depends on the choice and formulation of strategies that 
help to choose the appropriate customer, build relationships of trust with them and exploit potentials for growth (Kariithi, 
2015).  

The role of SMEs in countries’ economies around the globe is critical. It helps in creating employment and equally 
contributing to innovation in some societies (OECD, 2017). They account for more than 95% of businesses, and offers 
60%-70% of employment and generates a large share of new jobs in many economies (OECD, 2000). The importance of 
SMEs to economies is overwhelming, as it represents a vital part of the large-scale industries supply chain in the form of 
forward and backward connections to the overall industrial sector (Sheetal et al., 2012). SMEs produces and exploit local 
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skills, creates employment in developing economies, boosts industrial growths and enhances the economic value chain 
in the developing nations. SMEs are significant to the determinations for the achievement of environmental sustainability 
and more inclusive growth (OECD, 2017). The dynamics of SMEs in the developing economies are different from what 
is obtained in advanced societies. Issues like poor infrastructure, information technology and lack of access to 
international markets affect the success of SMEs across the world (OECD, 2017). Most often than not, the challenges are 
more prevalent in developing economies.  

The spontaneous nature of SMEs is based on precise situations and the implementation of marketing strategies 
without a pre-planning activity (Hill, 2001). Furthermore, Marcati et al. (2008) advocate that these actions are appraised 
based on the manager’s perceptions of marketing schemes. Based on the foregoing, studies by Bettiol et al. (2012) 
revealed that marketing strategy in SMEs is solely driven by the manager and it is neither a product of a systematic search 
for opportunities nor a planned analysis of the relevant market. It means that the marketing effort is more of a reactionary 
process towards business environmental changes. Wiig (2004) opines that the business environment is in continuous 
development in terms of diversity and complexity and that for SMEs to thrive in the global competitive market they have 
to focus on flexibility and efficiency. Thus marketing strategy requires a clear understanding of how marketing works 
within a firm and its environment. According to Hammond (2001), businesses would have to stick to a certain marketing 
strategy and continue to improve it. Empirical research evidence on marketing in SMEs by Franco et al. (2014) further 
demonstrated the recognition of the importance of marketing activities, which also depend on the size of firms. As posited 
by Mokhtar (2013), SMEs size, availability, technology, financial constraints and poor marketing activities faced 
difficulties in maintaining the pace of development and growth. 

Sound marketing activities is determined by a good re-counting of the sales force exertions for the firm’s present 
performance and future growth in small businesses. The variance between sales and marketing orientation is elusive and 
occasionally difficult to notice (Izverciana, Micleaa & Potraa, 2016). Thus, SMEs have to be conscious of the difference 
between successes generated by the occasional rise in sales efforts and the need to take advantage of emerging 
opportunities. It’s understandable that without sells business organisations will not be able to sustain their operations. By 
the same token, without undertaking relevant marketing activities, strategies and planning for both short term (sales-
oriented), medium and long-term (meeting consumer needs and desires), SMEs might find it difficult to adapt to 
environmental changes in their various field of undertakings (Izverciana, Micleaa & Potraa,  2016).  

Marketing, like it has been a core interface between firms and their customer, so is marketing strategy supposed to 
be for SMEs. Earlier academic research has focused more on fortune companies in the development of marketing 
management theories (Tarassova, 2003). Topics related to marketing in SMEs tend to be ignored over the years, the few 
ones tend to look at the manual fundamentals for start-ups, competent advice or solutions on various operational activities 
(Tarassova, 2003). Other few scholars did some empirical studies on marketing strategies, behaviour and SMEs growth 
(Kariithi, 2015; Gajanayake, 2002; Trivedi, 2013), performance (Njanja, 2009; Magunga, 2010), competitive advantage 
(Obonyo, 2013) and marketing practices (Ogundele et al., 2013).  

This article is therefore aimed at exploring the various positions on the role marketing strategy could play in the 
development, growth and competitiveness of SMEs in developing economies. It is with the view to bridge the gap in the 
field of SMEs marketing as pointed out by Tarassova, (2003), Kariithi (2015), OECD (2017) so as to expand literature 
and present solutions to the challenges of SMEs in terms of marketing strategies suitable for the various firms.  

 
2. Material and Method 

This article employed literature survey approach to put up materials used for the write-up. A literature survey method 
was the use of secondary source of information to evaluate the state of knowledge on a phenomenon. Specifically, a 
narrative and synthesis kinds of review were utilized in the current article. They were chosen to demonstrate and develop 
authors’ familiarity with previous works on SMEs growth and competitiveness and how marketing strategies could 
explored as the subject matter of the article.  We surveyed works from books, journals, theses and internet sources to 
integrate our positions on the subject matter. Empirical studies were reviewed to ascertain the trend of the relationships 
between marketing strategy and SMEs growth and competitiveness.      

 
3. Concept of Marketing Strategy 
 

Marketing strategy is that management undertaking that pays emphasis on a firm's mission searches for unique 
opportunities, determines whether they fit the organization's strategic direction, defines the measures for success, and 
continually reassesses opportunities (Gaynor, 2002). It is about finding ways to fit-in into new markets and reinventing 
the wheel into an existing market profitably. The term competitive marketing strategies refers to both radical and 
incremental changes in thinking, things, and processes or in services delivery by firms (McAdam & McClelland, 2002). 
Marketing strategies are continuous processes that are diverse and unique exploits, which are obviously essential to be 
revised on yearly basis in order to accomplish predetermined goals by firms (Sheetal et al., 2012). They are planned 
activities that are dynamic I nature that follows the trend of the market situation.  

The build-up of marketing strategies is in tandem with the product life cycle to manage market competition and 
competitors (Sheetal et al., 2012; Kariithi et al., 2015). Thus understanding the marketing mix connection with strategies 
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particularly as regards product, which could be boosted by an intensification of product line depth and width that must 
be attuned to market demand (Kotler & Keller, 2008). The issue of branding sufficed in venturing into any market. The 
drive for product innovation in tandem with the assertion of scholars like Kotler and Keller (2008) and Barbu et al. (2010) 
on the need for SMEs to be creative beyond the conventional naming of products or services. Other mix elements include 
price, place and promotion that must be put into consideration to achieve the benefits of marketing in the performance, 
growth and competitiveness of SMEs. 

Effective price constitutes one of the major marketing mix strategies, as it drives a firm’s profit, subsistence and 
growth pattern. Kotler and Keller (2008) maintain that to have a satisfactory estimation of the price is a masculine task 
because it is vastly dependent on the elasticity of demand and independent of demand and sales. What it means is that 
SMEs should establish product positioning and target markets before pricing of brand. On the other hand, O'Dwyer, 
Gilmore and Carson (2009) were of the view that customer awareness, profit margin, competitors pricing, market 
dynamics are determinants of effective pricing strategy. 

Promotion is the communicator of a firm’s offerings to its prospective customers. Current and potential customers 
get informed, reminded and persuaded through marketing promotion (Sheetal et al., 2012). Among the popular 
promotional mix, advertising, sales promotion, billboards, direct marketing and personal selling are commonly used by 
SMEs. However, a combination of all the mix element flourishes more but requires a huge budget, which might not be 
feasible for SMEs in developing countries. 

 
4. Small and Medium Enterprises  

The term Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) covers a wide range of definitions and measures, varying from 
country to country. Some of the commonly used criteria are the number of employees, total net assets, sales, and 
investment level. SMEs are also regarded as non-subsidiary, autonomous firms which employ less than a given amount 
of workforces (OECD, 2017). This amount varies across different national statistical systems. However, the most 
common definitional basis used is employment. Presently the SME Department of the World Bank considers the 
following definitions: Small Enterprises are defined to have up to 50 employees, with total assets and total sales of up to 
$3 million while Medium Enterprise is one that has up to 300 employees, having total assets and total sales of up to $ 15 
million per annum (ILO, 2012).  

In the European Union, SMEs must have an annual turnover of EUR 40 million or less and/or a balance-sheet 
valuation not exceeding EUR 27 million. The most common maximum size is 250 employees, as in the European Union 
(OECD, 2000). Nevertheless, some nation-states set the maximum limit at 200 employees, while in the US SMEs are 
considered to include firms with fewer than 500 employees. SMEs are regarded as those firms with fewer than 50 
employees, while micro-enterprises have at most 10, or in some cases 5 workers (ILO, 2012; Hellberg, 2000). The 
definition used to describe the SME sector in many African countries are based on employment size and include both 
paid and unpaid workers (Kariithi, 2015). A micro-enterprise is defined as having no more than 10 employees; a small 
enterprise with 11-50 employees and a medium/large enterprise with more than 50 employees. 

Most SME jobs are in the service sector, which now accounts for two-thirds of economic activity and employment 
in OECD countries (OECD, 2017). Smaller firms are found particularly in merchandise (wholesale & retail) businesses, 
the hotel and restaurant venture, communications and business services, and building. SMEs also account for a high 
fraction of manufacturing firms in many developed and developing countries and provide in any case half of 
manufacturing employment (OECD, 2000). Smaller enterprises are increasingly found in technology-based businesses 
such as information and communications technology (ICT) and biotechnology. 

SMEs prevail in the important strategic business services subsector, including services relating to computer software 
and information processing, research and development, marketing, business organisation and human resource 
development. Increased outsourcing by major manufacturing firms, combined with new technologies that have allowed 
SMEs to win market niches, has led to 10% annual growth in these knowledge-based services in recent years (OECD, 
2017). The fact that the average firm size in strategic business services is a percentage of the regular size of firms in 
manufacturing or in the economy as a whole is an indication of the importance of SMEs in this field. 

 
4.1   SMEs Growth and Competitiveness 

Enterprise growth is one of the core issues in entrepreneurship, venture creation, innovation and SME (Delmar, 
2006). Understanding the significance of SMEs in economic growth and employment creation in developing countries 
calls for the need to research their growth (Sarlija et al., 2016). By doing so it will usher the sector into new insights that 
will guide SME to meet up with global market dynamics and competition. It is important to note that the growth of an 
enterprise is not a game of luck rather is associated with certain attributes, strategies, behaviour and decisions of the firm 
(Delmar, 2006). These attributes may not be far from financial stand, assets, revenue and liabilities. However, the priority 
of this paper is SMEs growth itself and not its determinants. In this regard, the following paragraphs looked at certain 
measures used in defining enterprise growth. 

Enterprise growth is multidimensional and it is viewed from various perspectives. Authors like Kiviluoto, Brannback 
and Carsrud (2011), Delmar (2006), and Davidsson, Steffens and Fitzsimmons (2009) considered an increase in sales 
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revenue, number of workforce and assets as the common indices of enterprise growth. SMEs ability to positively bring 
about change in their sales revenue, employ more people and expand the number of their assets are considered growing. 
Sarlija et al. (2016) regarded growth from two methodological points of views, quantitatively (revenue, output and 
volume of transactions) and qualitatively (product quality and market position). It was further recommended that growth 
could be considered from rising in profit, expansion in productivity and market share (Sarlija et al., 2016). This 
recommendation was arrived at after empirical findings from a survey by the authors. At this juncture, it could be argued 
that when all the varying measures of growth are put together could explain a great deal of what SMEs growth is all 
about. Therefore, SMEs growth is explained as any positive change in sales revenue, market share, profit, productivity, 
employee’s size and assets of the firm.  

Competitiveness might wide and vast to use a single dimension to explain. Competitiveness is the ability of a firm 
to produce goods and services that match the market demands or needs (Putnik & Cruz-Cunha, 2008). It is a normal 
phenomenon to compete with business rivals in the market place. Firm competitiveness is the ability to sustainably 
accomplish its multiple functions of satisfying the needs of customers and making a profit (Vlachevi, Notta & Tsounis, 
2017; Nelson, 1996). This ability could be built by offering customers value for their patronage than what is obtainable 
elsewhere. “Competitiveness determines the ability to conquer new markets, to outplay other actors in the market, to 
attract investment and to grow” (Falciola, Jansen & Rollo, 2020, pg.1). The dynamism of competitiveness lies in the 
focus of different perspectives. Some viewed it from a one-stand point where conquering market today is all it matters, 
others considered it from continuous conquering while some combined it with following the market trend. Thus, in the 
current article, we viewed competitiveness from both sides, winning today, tomorrow and the future that suit the changing 
market situation.  

A fourth element was introduced in the explanation of firm competitiveness. At initial review currency win, 
sustainable win and adjusting to market changes were at best in explaining the competitiveness of a firm. Falciola et al. 
(2020) introduced another element as ‘connect’, according to them the element highlights the significance to connect 
efficiently to information channels to steer a competitive atmosphere. Businesses must therefore be innovative, continue 
to upgrade their delivery services to adapt to market fluctuations and improve quality by escalating its market share at 
the detriment of poor-performing firms (Putnik & Cruz-Cunha, 2008).  

 
5. Marketing Strategy for SMEs 

The marketing strategy may seem to be a work more applicable to larger organizations than smaller enterprises. 
However, small business is similarly influenced by their marketing strategy choices. According to Kariithi (2015), SMEs 
marketing strategies are characteristically those strategies and operational process choices made by enterprise owners to 
ensure superior performance and competitiveness of their business. The general perception might be that the usual small 
business is more productive, whilst larger organizations are more diligent in their marketing strategies process (Sarlija et 
al., 2016). In this article, the authors argued that there is little hard evidence to support this view. Some scholars viewed 
the entrepreneurial marketing strategy of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) as the process of formulating marketing 
strategy as easier than in large organization (Kariithi, 2015; OECD, 2017). In a small business, the owner manager can 
embark on a new marketing strategy without the hassle of consultation and communication. In this regard, there are 
models that expatiate on marketing effect on business performance. 

Simpson et al. (2006) propounded a hypothetical deductive model using a matrix that explained the role of marketing 
and its relevance to business success. The matrix recommends a positive link between the enterprise’s financial 
performance and its approaches to marketing model. However, Sheetal et al. (2012), and Yen and Chew (2011) are of 
the view that only effective marketing could help SMEs to gain competitive advantage via overwhelming performance 
and relationship marketing strategy. To this end, Gilmore et al. (2001) postulated that integration of marketing strategies, 
marketing mix and market intelligence system can benefit SMEs to a large extent but emphasized on networking as an 
integral instrument of marketing. 

In a study conducted by Ogundele (2000) on a group of entrepreneurs in Oyo, Osun and Lagos States who employed 
marketing strategy for survival and competitiveness the result showed a significant improvement in the growth of SMEs. 
According to Ogundele et al. (2013), these groups of entrepreneurs were as a result able to survive in an environment 
that was inhibitive. Some of the marketing strategies included relationship management, total quality management, 
market segmentation, product adaptation and modification, process improvement, channel cultivation, process 
improvement, distribution channel and product innovation (Odundele et al., 20013). They are instrumental to SMEs 
growth at that time and the practise is still prevalent in today’s globally competitive market. 

Special sales promotions could offer the exposure that the product or service needs to increase sales in new markets 
to SMEs as their businesses grow (Meredith, Nelson & Neck, 1991). Sales promotion could be expensive for small 
businesses, nevertheless, it could give credit to firm products or services.  Ogundele et al. (2013) found that the use of 
direct sales to end-users that is based on convenience is accepted because SMEs are normally operating on the basis of a 
face - to – face contact with their customers or end-users and they know their needs at an intimate level. This kind of 
strategy would not be feasible to a relatively bigger SMEs due to the size of their market and number of customers.  

Marketing strategies may run counter to the owner’s motives of money or friendship, as been speculated at various 
levels. Small business owner’s desire to run what they perceived as a completely ethical business may prohibit certain 
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sales approaches and despite evidence of strong local demand and competitive advantage; an entrepreneur or a shop 
owner may refuse to open for business on Sunday or Friday for personal reasons (Rohra & Junejo, 2009).  

 
6. Marketing Strategies and SMEs Growth and Competitiveness 

There are research studies done on the effect of marketing strategies on the growth of SMEs. A study by Gajanayake 
(2002) on the impact of marketing strategies and behaviour of Small and Medium Enterprises on business growth and 
the result indicated that marketing strategies have no significant impact on business growth in Sri Lanka. Another study 
by Trivedi (2013) on marketing strategies of SMEs in India and the findings revealed that  SME’s have now understood 
the importance of exploiting several marketing tools like internet platform, digital advertising, mobile applications for 
customers, customer relationship management and many others. Njanja (2009) surveyed on the effect of management 
strategies on performance of micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) in Kenya and it was found that the integrated 
effect of the management strategies and the related factors had a greater impact on the performance of the MSMEs than 
any individual strategies.  

Similarly, Obonyo (2013) conducted a research on marketing strategies adopted by supermarkets for a competitive 
advantage and the result showed that location was the only marketing strategy that yields greater returns compared to 
other strategies. Magunga (2010) did a study on the effects of marketing strategies on the performance of insurance 
companies in Kenya. Also, a study by Kariithi (2015) investigated the effect of marketing strategies on the growth of 
small and medium business in air travel agencies in Kenya. The study found that promotion, place and process strategies 
have a high correlation with the growth of SMEs. Ogundele et al. (2013) did a study on SMEs marketing practices in 
Nigeria and the findings revealed that SMEs are involved in new product development, process development, process 
adjustment, segmentation, price discrimination, direct distribution, personal selling, sales promotion, relationship 
marketing, electronic advertisement and other uses of IT, among the marketing practice. 

Sheetal et al.  (2012) conduct a sample survey on manufacturing SMEs in India, the result showed that SMEs are 
very weak in terms of marketing strategies. The findings further suggest that there is a strong need for SMEs to focus on 
price and product differentiation strategy, brand name, distribution channels, e-marketing strategy and market intelligence 
system. The findings of the study pointed out areas of weakness of SMEs marketing strategies and recommend areas of 
the crucial need for the SMEs to be competitive. However, it would be difficult for an SME to implement the whole of 
the strategies at a time due to some peculiar challenges bedevilling the sector. As pointed out by Ogechukwu and Latinwo 
(2011), problems faced by SMEs when it comes to marketing strategies implementation include the absence of supportive 
laws, poor infrastructural facilities, lack of constant man-power and development and difficulty of access to financial 
support. 

Review of the few empirical studies has shown that marketing strategy was noted to be an essential tool in SMEs 
growth and competitiveness as argued by Kariithi (2015), Sheetal et al. (2015), Ogechukwu and Latinwo (2011) and 
OECD (2017). Even though there are contrary findings on the impact of marketing strategies on SMEs growth, one could 
still argue that majority of the results are positive. Hence, the proposition of the current authors stands on the need to 
explore more marketing strategies as one of the drivers of SMEs growth and competitiveness. In spite of all the challenges 
faced by SMEs, there is need for them to survive because of the economic and social support they are giving to developing 
countries.  

The connection between marketing strategy and SMEs growth and competitiveness became clearer, as an effective 
marketing strategy could offer the chance for a firm to capture huge customers by delivering high value. That would lead 
to increase in sales revenue, which would eventually cause a rise in profit and asset expansion. Again, it enables firms to 
continue to access relevant information that will make them innovate to meet the changing market demands.  The 
assertions of Hallberg (2000) maintained that SMEs must continue to create niche strategies, capitalising on product 
quality, flexibility and responsiveness to customer’s requirements to compete with large scale firms. Therefore, this 
article’s desire of exploring more potential unpopular marketing strategies that will instigate the growth and 
competitiveness drives of SMEs in developing countries is on course. 

 
 

7. Marketing Strategy Options for SMEs 
There are various strategic options that could be useful to SMEs to bridge marketing activities for growth and 

competitiveness in the developing economies. In this article, quite some options were proposed and argued based on 
literature that supports our standing on the need for marketing strategy for SMEs. Some of these options include strategic 
alliance, clustering, franchise, joint venture and electronic commerce or digital marketing.  

Strategic alliances are pioneering means for SMEs to market their products and services, home and abroad (Mokhtar, 
2013). It is also supported by O'Dwyer, Gilmore and Carson (2011) who have shown that SMEs engagement in strategic 
alliances for innovative marketing purposes helped them accomplish two diverse effects: it enables them to accomplish 
different organizational goals and as well assist them to counter prevailing difficulties especially on resource limitations. 
In the same vein, OECD (2000) buttressed on the need for SMEs to engage in a strategic alliance for exploiting an 
international market opportunity. 
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Nurturing public-private partnerships and small-firm networks and clusters may be the most expeditious path to a 
dynamic SME sector. Clustering facilitates the exchange of personnel and diffusion of technology and it also creates new 
possibilities for efficiency gains. Essentially, these local networks and support systems can help SMEs meet the 
challenges of globalisation. Networking allows SMEs to combine the advantages of smaller scale and greater flexibility 
with economies of scale and scope in larger markets – regional, national and global (Hellberg, 2000). They can pool 
resources and share the costs of training, research and marketing. Relative to larger firms, SMEs can better respond to 
changing market conditions, evolving consumer preferences and shorter product life cycles by customising and 
differentiating products. New communication tools make it easier for small firms to reach foreign partners (OECD, 2000). 
Other options available for SMEs for market opportunities in franchising, joint venture and electronic-based commerce 
(e-commerce).  

The advent of Internet-based electronic commerce (e-commerce) provides great prospects to SMEs in the area of 
customer base expansion, new product markets entry and streamlining their businesses (Hellberg, 2000). Digital 
technologies enable SMEs to improve market intelligence, reach scale without mass and access global markets, 
knowledge networks at relatively low cost and enhances their competitiveness (OECD, 2017; Sheetal et al., 2012). 
Smaller enterprises can use e-commerce to customise products and services, manage supply processes and inventories, 
and reduce the time between order and delivery. SMEs most often than not embrace technologies and the Internet more 
sluggishly than in the case of large firms. Many barriers could have been responsible for SMEs e-commerce slow 
adoption, comprising of poor understanding of the complexity of its operations, inadequate skills and high initial 
investment needed to build a feasible e-commerce strategy. Also, the trouble of SMEs in building a reputation, creating 
consumer trust and confidence in their undertakings make them more vulnerable to difficulties related to authentication 
and certification; data security and confidentiality; and the resolution of commercial disputes (OECD, 2000; 2017). 
However, some few SMEs overcame some of these challenges and are thriving in e-commerce channels as start-ups and 
existing ones are migrating to electronic commerce – emphasising what can possibly be accomplished by SMEs buying 
into it as marketing strategic tool. 

 
8. Conclusion  

Marketing is perceived as the interface between enterprises and their customers or clients. Thus, marketing strategy 
is overwhelmingly important for firms, large or small to have one in place. SMEs were found to be weak in their 
marketing practices, perhaps due to their face-to-face contact with their sizable customers and challenges of finance. In 
this article several positions on the kinds of strategies used by SMEs and the ones ought to have been crucial were 
emphasized. Today many emerging concepts have been added to marketing strategy group, like relationship marketing, 
network marketing, innovative marketing, standardization, adaptation and clustering (Sheetal et al., 2012). Hence, SMEs 
must leverage on the emerging strategies to grow and be competitive. Strategies such as strategic alliance, clustering, 
channel cultivation, differentiation and branding could go a long way in growing the enterprise. The SMEs must evolve 
with the trend of technological development in terms of production, distribution and communication for survival, growth 
and competitiveness. Such that they will be able to sustainably meet market requirements in terms of quality, quantity, 
price and timely delivery with respect to changing market situation. It is on this note that the authors of this article are of 
the view that SMEs must seek more knowledge of marketing if growth and competitiveness is prioritized. 
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