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Abstract

Purpose — This paper aims to examine the factors influencing the adoption of social media marketing by small and
medium enterprises (SMEs) in Pakistan. By investigating the drivers and challenges/barriers affecting the adoption
of social media marketing tools among SMEs, this study provides practical guidance to SMEs seeking to utilize
social media platforms for marketing purposes in a developing context such as Pakistan.

Design/methodology/approach — Utilizing the Technology-Organization-Environment (TOE) framework
as a theoretical framework, qualitative data were collected through semistructured interviews with
representatives of SMEs in Pakistan, followed by thematic analysis of the data.

Findings — The research identifies several key factors influencing the adoption of social media marketing by
Pakistani SMEs. These factors include doubts regarding the benefits of social media, alignment with regulatory
requirements, challenges related to tracking social media performance, resistance from senior management (older
employees), the positive influence of competitive pressure and the Covid-19 pandemic, political instability and
increased government taxes on digital services. Stakeholders such as marketing professionals, academics,
policymakers, government authorities and SME owners and managers can benefit from these findings.

Originality/value — This research contributes to the academic literature on the adoption of social media
marketing by SMEs, especially within emerging economies. It enriches theoretical understanding of adoption
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processes and factors, filling gaps in existing knowledge and laying a foundation for future research in this
domain. Using the TOE framework, the study reveals that when all factors are adequately considered, SMEs
can transition from traditional marketing methods and embrace social media as a digital marketing strategy to
enhance performance, profitability, and gain a competitive advantage over their rivals.

Keywords Social media marketing, SMEs, TOE framework, Adoption factors/challenges,
Digital innovation, Qualitative analysis

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

Undoubtedly, the utilization of social media has surged in the past decade, altering how
individuals connect and access pertinent information (Voramontri and Klieb, 2019).
Businesses now possess enhanced avenues to engage with consumers through heightened
online connectivity, producing and promoting content (Bala and Ver, 2018). Social media
comprises web- and smartphone-based technologies facilitating highly interactive platforms
for individuals and communities to share, coproduce, discuss and edit user-generated content
(UGC). Accordingly, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat and LinkedIn
presently stand as the most utilized social networking sites (Appel et al., 2020).

Previous empirical research (Mason et al., 2021; Appel et al., 2020) has established that social
media significantly impacts marketing strategy by bridging the gap between businesses and
consumers. For instance, it opens communication channels for consumers, assists businesses in
fostering enduring relationships with audiences and molds brand perceptions through consumer
feedback. Moreover, social media furnishes opportunities for training and personal development
within organizations by offering a wealth of resources and information (Dubbelink et al., 2021).
The advent of social media marketing has not only revolutionized societal dynamics but has also
furnished numerous businesses with novel advertising avenues (Desai, 2019). Businesses can no
longer solely depend on mainstream media to engage with their customers (Appel et al., 2020). To
thrive, they must embrace innovative marketing techniques (Kotler and Armstrong, 2011).

Previous empirical studies (Lin, 2021; Qalati et al., 2022) suggest that social media
marketing also plays an important role in the development of small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). SMEs face increased global competition due to digitalization and
globalization in all sectors (Qalati, Yuan, et al., 2021). Therefore, many scholars argue that
SMEs must use social media as a marketing tool to gain a competitive advantage
(Balakrishnan et al., 2014). Other studies, notably those by Salam et al. (2019), have
concluded that two important characteristics of SMEs are innovation and social cohesion,
enabling them to compete with competitors both locally and globally (Alkateeb and Abdalla,
2021). Due to the advantages that social media offer to businesses, such as cost-effectiveness,
time efficiency, a minimum level of computer skills required to use it and a high level of
interaction with consumers, SMEs have also started to adopt social media as an innovative
marketing tool in many parts of developed countries for better performance (Abed, 2020).

In today’s era, the possibilities offered by social media for marketing purposes are endless and
present several opportunities for small businesses. Social media marketing offers many benefits to
small businesses, such as improving efficiency and performance (Obrenovic et al., 2020).
However, AlSharji et al. (2018) found that the emergence of innovations presents both challenges
and opportunities for SMEs. According to empirical research by Al Bakri (2017) on SMEs in the
Gulf countries, 90% of business owners did not use social media because they were unaware of
the benefits and lacked the technical know-how to integrate social media applications into their
business. Small businesses can utilize social media in the same manner as big enterprises, but
there are few barriers to adopting social networking technologies, and implementing them requires



several resources (Derham et al., 2011). Other barriers to social media marketing adoption include Qualitative
a lack of resources (both financial and human), cultural challenges and an unsupportive M\arket Research:
environment (Ghobakhloo et al., 2011). Despite these barriers, some SMEs in various contexts
have successfully used social media for better reach and performance (Odoom et al., 2017).
However, the main problem is that stakeholders, including businesses, consumers and
government, are unaware of these constraints, which significantly impede their ability to drive
business performance (Effendi et al., 2020; Trawnih et al., 2021). 181

The evolving nature of businesses and the changing landscape in which SMEs operate
require current research to help them respond effectively to these transformations
(Namankani et al., 2016). Previous research has indicated that using social media for
marketing purposes provides significant benefits to businesses (Namankani et al., 2016).
SMEs, therefore, have the opportunity to improve their business performance by leveraging
social media. While previous studies (Talukder et al., 2013) have examined the use of social
media marketing in a broader organizational context, limited empirical research has explored
the multiple factors affecting the adoption of social media marketing that could influence the
marketing performance of SMEs in underdeveloped countries, particularly in Pakistan. This
gap in the literature highlights the objective of our study: “to investigate the factors and
challenges/barriers that influence the adoption of social media marketing as a tool by SMEs
to offer valuable guidance to SMEs on effectively leveraging social media platforms for
marketing purposes in a developing country”.

To address this research gap and gain deeper insights into the marketing performance of
SMESs subsequent to identifying adoption factors for social media marketing, our study will
endeavor to answer the following research question:
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RQ. What are the factors influencing the adoption of social media marketing by SMEs in
Pakistan?

To accomplish our goals and explore the research query, we will utilize the Technology-
Organization-Environment (TOE) framework proposed by Tornatzky and Fleischer (1990)
as the basis of our theory. This method will aid stakeholders in effectively tackling
challenges associated with adopting social media marketing. Our research will employ
qualitative methods to achieve our research aims. By conducting thematic analysis within the
TOE framework, concentrating on the factors influencing the adoption of social media
marketing by SMEs, we aim to make substantial contributions to the field. Through the TOE
framework, we can thoroughly examine how technological, organizational, and
environmental factors interact to impact SMEs’ decisions regarding social media marketing
adoption. This thorough analysis will provide researchers with a nuanced comprehension of
how technological advancements, organizational setups, and external factors influence
SMESs’ adoption behaviors.

The insights gained from this study will be beneficial for policymakers, industry
practitioners, and academics keen on supporting SMEs in leveraging social media marketing
for competitive advantage. Moreover, the findings can guide the formulation of customized
strategies and interventions aimed at facilitating the adoption and successful implementation
of social media marketing initiatives among SMESs, thereby fostering their growth and
sustainability in the digital marketplace.

Literature review and theoretical underpinnings

Small and medium-sized enterprises and social media in Pakistan

In Pakistan, there are over 3.3 million SMEs operating across various sectors, including
industry, manufacturing, agriculture, services and construction. These SMEs play a
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significant role in the country’s economy by contributing to added value and job creation.
However, compared to SMEs in developed countries, Pakistani SMEs have been slower in
adopting technology (Qalati et al., 2022). While social media marketing holds potential
benefits for SMEs and other stakeholders in Pakistan, several constraints have hindered its
widespread adoption. In contrast to SMEs in advanced countries, SMEs in Pakistan have not
capitalized to the same extent on globalization and technological advancements (Mwika
et al., 2018). Pakistani SMEs encounter substantial challenges, including limited financial
resources, restricted potential for future development, hurdles in embracing globalization,
technology acceptance constraints and a deficiency in various essential resources.
Consequently, Pakistani SMEs face more formidable challenges compared to their
counterparts (Khaskheli, 2020). Moreover, obstacles such as a lack of trust, insufficient
resources (both financial and human), cultural differences and an unsupportive environment
have further impeded the adoption of social media for marketing (Calli and Clark, 2015).
Given the constantly evolving market dynamics, increased competition and changing
consumer behavior in the digital age, social media has emerged as a crucial influencer in
marketing, with the potential to enhance the performance of SMEs in any country (Salam
etal., 2019).

The investigation into the factors influencing small and medium enterprise (SME)
adoption of social media marketing in Pakistan will shed light on several crucial aspects in
literature. The multifaceted nature of SMEs, coupled with the dynamic landscape of social
media platforms, underscores the significance of understanding the factors that drive or
hinder adoption. Through this study, it becomes evident that cultural, technological,
economic, and institutional factors intertwine to shape SMEs’ decisions regarding social
media marketing adoption.

Theoretical development

Bogea and Brito (2018) argue that businesses need to consider both internal and external
factors as drivers of social media adoption in marketing practices. In the realm of
technology adoption, the TOE framework, introduced by Tornatzky and Fleischer in
1990, has often been applied in previous studies (Tripopsakul, 2018; Pateli et al., 2020;
Effendi et al., 2020; Abed, 2020). In the context of SMEs, the TOE framework has
consistently demonstrated empirical validation (Alkateeb and Abdalla, 2021). This
framework encompasses three key determinants of IT adoption: the technological factor,
the organizational factor and the environmental factor. Therefore, based on our study’s
research question and in relation to the literature review, we have chosen to utilize the
TOE framework (see Figure 1) as we believe it comprehensively represents all the factors,
both internal and external, that influence the adoption of social media for marketing
within the context of Pakistani SMEs.

Technological factors

The adoption of information technology (IT), particularly social media, by SMEs appears to
be significantly influenced by the technological environment (Ramdani et al., 2013). This
environment encompasses factors such as compatibility, complexity and relative advantage
(Alkateeb and Abdalla, 2021). Relative advantage refers to the extent to which an innovation
is perceived as superior to the existing concept (Bocconcelli et al., 2018), quantifying the
benefits or drawbacks a company might encounter based on whether it chooses to adopt or
reject a technology (Qalati, Yuan, et al., 2021). Numerous studies have found that relative
advantage positively impacts SMEs’ adoption of social media. However, it’s worth noting
that in contrast to some of these findings, research conducted in Middle Eastern countries,
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework

including studies by AlSharji et al. (2018) and Trawnih et al. (2021), observed that relative
advantage did not exhibit a significant relationship with social media adoption. SMEs in
Pakistan must understand that adopting innovation will either present new production
opportunities, such as greater productivity and improved operational efficiency, or solutions
to current problems.

Compatibility refers to the extent to which an invention is perceived to be in line with the
values, attitudes, and interests of potential customers (Qalati et al., 2022). Rahman et al.
(2020) discovered that compatibility has a favorable impact on Information and
Communication Technologies adoption in the setting of SMEs. On the other hand, Ainin
et al. (2015) found no evidence of a causal link between compatibility and ICT adoption by
SMEs. One of the primary issues hindering Pakistani SMEs from adopting IT is the
incompatibility of new technology with existing standards and operational procedures. The
introduction of new technology can be impeded when previously proposed technologies
were poorly received, as the new ones are often evaluated based on the performance of their
predecessors (Ainin et al., 2015).

Complexity, as noted by Trawnih et al. (2021), is linked to both the application and use of
technology. The intricacy of new technology, according to Derham et al. (2011), lessens the
likelihood that people will adopt it. Regardless of the advantages social media technology
may offer, employees in Pakistani SMEs will not use it if they find it difficult to use because
the adoption of IT equipment is closely tied to how complicated users perceive it to be.
Therefore, it is interesting to investigate how the complexity of social media, as an example
of a new IT-based approach, can impact the adoption decisions of SMEs (Sharmilaand and
Kavitha, 2022).
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Organizational factors

Previous research has indicated a correlation between the organizational framework and the
internal attributes of a company. Key determinants affecting how SMEs utilize social media
for marketing their products and services include top management support (Abed, 2020), the
size and structure of the company and financial constraints (Effendi et al., 2020).

Top management support refers to the extent of support provided by senior management
for leveraging technology to achieve business objectives (Abed, 2020). Pateli et al. (2020)
argue that top management assistance is crucial for the adoption of social media marketing,
as senior executives play a pivotal role in influencing their colleagues by proposing systems,
allocating resources and providing cognitive support. Therefore, it is anticipated that SMEs
would be more inclined to adopt social media if they receive higher levels of top
management support.

The availability of financial resources indicates an organization’s capacity and readiness
to allocate resources for technological innovation adoption (Trawnih et al., 2021). Financial
limitations have been identified as one of the primary barriers preventing SMEs, especially
those in developing countries, from embracing Web 3.0 technology (Potluri and Vajjhala,
2018). Due to inadequate funding to achieve their initial social media marketing goals set at
the inception of the business, the majority of SMEs fail to expand (Calli and Clark, 2015).

According to Alshamaileh (2013), the size and structure of the company, in conjunction
with top management support, are two factors that influence the rate at which SMEs adopt
new technology. Small organizations often believe that their agility in altering their vision
and mission, combined with their adaptability, makes it easier for them to embrace recent
innovations in social media marketing (Jenkins, 2009).

Environmental factors

The environmental context, as defined by Trawnih et al. (2021), encompasses external
factors crucial for a business’s survival and growth. However, despite its potential benefits,
the effective utilization of social media often remains hindered by various factors such as
inadequate network infrastructure, limited government support and environmental
uncertainties (Karim et al., 2021). The role of government is pivotal, as it can either
positively promote technological innovation by implementing regulations that incentivize
businesses to adopt new technology or negatively hinder innovation through restrictive
regulations (Borgman et al., 2013).

Governments can play a crucial role in fostering the adoption of social media technology
by SMEs through supportive measures such as tax reductions, infrastructure funding and
regulatory oversight. For instance, in an empirical study conducted in Jordan, environmental
uncertainty emerged as a significant factor affecting SMEs’ technology utilization
(Al-Okaily et al., 2020). However, SMEs may face additional constraints related to
immediate contextual uncertainties, including political instability and the escalating risk of
natural disasters like floods due to global warming.

Regarding environmental uncertainty, existing literature underscores that competitive
pressure significantly and positively influences the adoption of innovation in developing
nations such as Pakistan (Qalati et al., 2022), the UAE (Nuseir, 2018) and Thailand
(Tripopsakul, 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has further accelerated the urgency for
businesses to adopt and invest in technology to maintain a competitive edge (Klein and
Todesco, 2021). It has been suggested that SMEs are more inclined to adopt new
technologies when faced with increased competition in the market (Scupola, 2003).
Similarly, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and other environmental factors on SMEs



in Pakistan, necessitating the adoption of social media marketing tools as part of their
survival strategy, requires comprehensive examination.

By utilizing the TOE framework, our study aims to systematically analyze the interaction
among technological, organizational and environmental factors influencing the adoption of
social media marketing by SMEs in Pakistan. This framework offers a holistic perspective
for comprehending the intricacies of technology adoption within both internal and external
environments. By identifying the additional drivers and barriers to adoption within existing
literature, it can provide invaluable insights into the dynamics of social media marketing
adoption among SMEs in Pakistan.

Research methodology

The aim of this study is to identify the factors influencing social media adoption by SMEs in
Pakistan, employing the interpretivist philosophy as the most suitable approach in qualitative
research. A qualitative methodology was chosen as the preferred investigative method due to
the relatively nascent nature of social media use in Pakistan. This approach enables
researchers to delve deeply into a limited number of observations, focusing on understanding
rather than relying solely on extensive quantitative data (Saunders et al., 2019a, 2019b). The
semistructured interview technique was selected for data collection from owners and
managers after defining the sampling criteria (Aalberg et al., 2012).

Sampling criteria
The authors approached owners and managers to participate in the study using a purposive
sampling design. Purposive sampling, based on the study phenomena, involves selecting
participants who are specifically relevant to understanding the dynamics of social media
marketing adoption among SMEs in Pakistan. This method aims to gather insights from
individuals or organizations directly involved in or knowledgeable about SME operations
and social media marketing practices within the Pakistani context. By targeting this specific
population, researchers acquired precise and pertinent data to explore the factors influencing
SMEs’ decisions regarding social media marketing adoption, enhancing the relevance and
applicability of their findings to the intended research objectives.

In this study, participants were targeted based on the following selection criteria (see
Table 1):

+ Business Size: SMEs operating in Pakistan. This criterion helps narrow down the
focus to businesses within a specific size range, as the study aims to explore social
media marketing adoption factors influencing SMEs specifically. According to the
national SME policy of Pakistan, approved in 2007, SMEs are defined as businesses
with up to 250 employees (0—49 employees for small and 50-250 employees for
medium), paid-up capital of Rs. 25 million and an annual turnover of Rs.
250 million.

* Industry: SMEs from various industries or sectors in Pakistan. This criterion ensures
diversity in the sample and allows for a broader understanding of the factors
influencing social media marketing adoption across different sectors. In relation to
this criterion, the real estate, tourism, and hospitality industries were selected.
Researchers believe that data collection from the real estate, hospitality and tourism
industries is imperative for understanding the nuanced dynamics of SME adoption of
social media marketing in Pakistan. These sectors represent pivotal domains in the
country's economy, contributing significantly to its GDP and employment
opportunities. By analyzing data from these industries, researchers can glean
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Table 1. Respondent’s information and SMEs participated in this study

No.of Total no.
SMEs  of staff Interviewees Est. Year SME type  Location Size
1 59 Owner and marketing manager 2011 Hospitality ~ Islamabad Medium
2 56 Owner and sales manager 1998 Real estate  Rawalpindi Medium
3 61 Owner and social media manager 2014 Tourism Rawalpindi  Medium
4 51 Owner and PR manager 2010 Tourism Islamabad ~ Medium
5 57 Owner and content manager 2008 Real estate  Islamabad Medium
6 27 Owner and marketing manager 2001 Hospitality ~ Islamabad Small
7 19 Owner and sales manager 2004 Real estate  Rawalpindi ~ Small
8 12 Owner and content manager 2012 Tourism Rawalpindi ~ Small
9 33 Owner and PR manager 1999 Hospitality ~ Islamabad Small
10 28 Owner and media manager 2015 Real estate  Rawalpindi  Small

Source: Authors’ own creation

insights into consumer behavior, market trends and competitive landscapes, all of
which are crucial for devising effective social media marketing strategies tailored to
SMEs. Furthermore, given the inherent diversity within these sectors, ranging from
hotels in tourism and hospitality sectors to large-scale real estate developments,
studying their adoption of social media marketing sheds light on the varied
challenges and opportunities faced by SMEs across different niches. Such insights
not only facilitate the customization of marketing approaches but also aid in the
formulation of policies aimed at fostering SME growth and competitiveness within
Pakistan's evolving digital landscape.

Geographical Location: SMEs located in different regions or cities within Pakistan.
This criterion acknowledges the potential influence of regional factors on social
media marketing adoption. In relation to this criterion, data were collected from
SMEs located in the twin financial cities of the federal region (Islamabad-ISB) and
(Rawalpindi-RWP) in Punjab. These two cities hold significance as service hubs,
housing numerous specialized businesses and marketing consumers who use social
media for purchasing.

Social Media Usage: SMEs actively using or considering the use of social media
marketing. This criterion ensures that the participants have relevant experiences and
insights regarding the adoption of social media marketing strategies.

TOE Framework Perspective: SMEs that can provide insights into how
technological factors, organizational factors and environmental factors influence
their adoption of social media marketing strategies. This criterion aligns with the
theoretical framework guiding the study.

Data collection instrument

The researchers meticulously designed the questionnaire as an instrument aligned with the
research objectives and conceptual framework, aiming to comprehensively address the
research question. This tool served solely for data collection, with no distribution of physical
questionnaires to participants. Employing this instrument, researchers posed open-ended
inquiries to owners and managers. The questionnaire, crafted with precision, aimed to probe



various dimensions, including technological readiness, organizational capabilities and
environmental factors influencing SMEs’ decisions regarding the adoption of social media
marketing. Within the technological factor, inquiries regarding compatibility, complexity
and advantages were incorporated. Discussions within the organizational factor focused on
aspects such as SME size, structure, support and resources. Environmental factors, such as
government support and external issues, were also addressed. Additionally, open-ended and
formally closed-ended discussions were conducted, allowing owners and managers to freely
express their perspectives and observations on social media adoption and its role in
marketing performance and growth in Pakistan. The questions aimed to uncover the nuances
of how technology, organizational structure and external influences intersect to shape the
adoption landscape within the Pakistani SME sector. Through a combination of open-ended
and closed-ended questions, the instrument seeks to capture rich insights into the challenges,
motivations and strategies related to social media marketing adoption, ultimately
contributing to a nuanced thematic analysis of the study phenomenon.

Data collection process

A list of SMEs was compiled from both SMEDA (the Small and Medium Enterprise
Development Authority of Pakistan) and the regional chambers of commerce in Islamabad
and Rawalpindi. To verify their existence and secure participation in the study, phone calls
were made to several SMEs within the two cities. These SMEs were then shortlisted based
on predetermined sampling criteria. In total, 10 SMEs, evenly distributed between the two
regions, that met the study’s criteria were selected for the data collection process.
Specifically targeting SMEs in the tourism, hospitality and real estate sectors in Islamabad
and Rawalpindi, all contacted businesses consented to participate. One owner and manager
from each SME were selected to provide qualitative insights for the study (see Table 1).

Before conducting the final face-to-face semi-structured interviews, researchers
conducted a pilot study involving six SMEs, two from each sector and region. The aim was
to gain insights into the factors influencing the adoption of social media marketing among
SMEs. Insights gained from the pilot study led to adjustments in the final data collection
instrument, incorporating additional information regarding competitor characteristics and
industry support. Furthermore, the pilot study facilitated access to SMEs for the subsequent
face-to-face interviews.

For the final interviews, 10 SMEs from the real estate, tourism and hospitality sectors
were selected from the two financial hubs of Pakistan, Islamabad and Rawalpindi, reflecting
the qualitative nature of the study on SMEs. The sample size was determined based on the
following considerations:

+ Lee and Hong (2016) noted that small business research typically involves fewer
than 10 samples.

* Muhammad Arsalan Nazir (2018) recommended a homogeneous sample size of six
to eight for qualitative studies.

* Yin and McKay (2018) advised starting with a small and simple sample size to
manage and analyze qualitative data effectively.

Twenty in-depth, face-to-face interviews were conducted using a semistructured instrument
in English to gather data from selected SMEs and regions. Subsequently, the data obtained
from these interviews were recorded and transcribed from Urdu to English based on written
notes found in both notebooks and digital devices, i.e. mobile phones. Owners and managers
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elaborated on opportunities, challenges, barriers and contextual factors influencing their
SMEs for subsequent analysis.

Moreover, 10 telephone interviews were conducted with participants from each SME to
capture any additional information that might have been overlooked during the face-to-face
interviews. The primary reason for incorporating these telephone interviews was to
triangulate the findings from the semi-structured face-to-face interviews, thereby reinforcing
the robustness of the identified themes and ensuring that no critical insights were missed.
The closed-ended format of these telephone interviews was specifically chosen to validate
the preliminary findings in a more structured manner, allowing us to either confirm or
refine the subthemes identified in the earlier phases of data collection.

Following the completion of 20 physical semi-structured interviews and 10 closed-ended
interviews, the researcher discerned that further interviews were unnecessary, having
reached the point of category saturation after a total of 30 interviews. In qualitative research,
data saturation is often achieved within 12-16 interviews, although more complex studies
may require up to 24 interviews to capture all relevant themes (Hennink et al., 2017). In
qualitative research, data collection should persist until category saturation is achieved,
signifying the point at which no novel information emerges from the gathered data (Saunders
et al., 2019a, 2019b). Having concluded all interviews and the data collection phase, the
researcher commenced reexamining the transcripts for subsequent analysis.

Data analysis

In qualitative research, the processes of data collection, data analysis and report writing are
often interrelated and occur simultaneously (Creswell, 2007). Since data collection and
analysis can happen concurrently, distinguishing between the two can be challenging
(Thorne, 2000). Although Braun and Clarke (2006) describe thematic analysis as a linear,
six-phase method, it is actually an iterative and reflective process that involves constant
movement between phases.

Thematic analysis is an effective qualitative data analysis technique (Braun and Clarke,
2006; King, 2004). This study employed a six-phase approach and incorporated Lincoln and
Guba’s (1985) criteria for trustworthiness within each phase. Additional trustworthiness
criteria by Guba and Lincoln (1994) were also applied for the credibility and validity of
qualitative research findings.

Phase 1 — Familiarization with data: Researchers repeatedly reviewed transcriptions and
audio recordings to understand the data. Notes were taken on the responses of SME owners
and managers about adopting social media marketing, guided by the TOE framework.
Trustworthiness was enhanced through triangulation of data sources (interviews,
observations) and systematic recording in Excel spreadsheets.

Phase 2 — Generating initial codes: Following Braun and Clarke (2006), codes were
identified as the building blocks of analysis. Researchers manually coded the data, attaching
labels to relevant text segments based on the research questions. The TOE framework guided
the coding (e.g. technological factors like software and internet access). Trustworthiness was
ensured by having two researchers code the data and holding biweekly meetings for peer
debriefing.

Phase 3 — Searching for themes: Once all data were coded, researchers collated the codes
into potential themes and subthemes by grouping similar ones together (Ozuem et al., 2022),
aligning with the TOE framework (e.g. technology-related theme: codes — software, internet
access, performance analytics). Initial codes began to form main themes, while others
formed subthemes. Trustworthiness was established through diagramming codes to
understand theme connections.



Phase 4 — Reviewing themes: Themes were reviewed and refined to ensure alignment
with the coded data and research questions. Researchers created a thematic map to show how
themes related to the TOE framework influenced SME adoption of social media marketing.
Detailed analyses were written for each theme, and Microsoft Team meetings ensured
consensus.

Phase 5 — Defining and naming themes: Researchers defined and named all three themes
clearly within the TOE framework (e.g. Technological factors, Organizational factors, and
Environmental factors), ensuring that the themes were distinct and addressed the research
questions. Trustworthiness was established by organizing and reorganizing themes until the
team reached consensus.

Phase 6 — Producing the report: Once themes were established, researchers began the
final analysis and report writing. The Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative
Research (COREQ) guidelines (Tong, Sainsbury, and Craig, 2007; Ozuem et al., 2022)
were used to ensure transparency. Both shorter and longer quotes were included, with unique
identifiers to represent various participants. Themes, subthemes and codes were presented in
a thematic matrix table (see Table 2), with exemplar quotes in the findings section. The final
discussion contrasted the findings with existing literature. Trustworthiness was established
by submitting the analyses to participants for their feedback through the process of member
checking (Ozuem et al., 2022).

By systematically applying the trustworthiness strategies developed by Guba and Lincoln
(1994), this study ensures its findings are credible, transferable, dependable and confirmable.

Credibility addresses the fit between respondents’ views and the researcher’s
representation of them (Tobin and Begley, 2004). Techniques included prolonged
engagement, persistent observation and triangulation of data sources (interviews and
observations). Both open and closed-ended face-to-face and telephonic interviews with SME
owners and managers ensured credibility.

Transferability refers to the generalizability of the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
This study provided rich descriptions of SMEs, including industry, size and market
conditions in Pakistan. While the study focuses on Pakistan, the framework’s applicability
and identified themes are likely to resonate with SMEs globally, especially those in
developing countries of South-east Asia with similar socio-economic conditions and
technological landscapes. Therefore, the findings can inform strategies for SMEs,
recognizing cultural nuances.

Dependability was ensured by maintaining a comprehensive audit trail. Regular checks
on data consistency, team meetings and keeping records of raw data, field notes and
transcripts contributed to this (Ozuem et al., 2022).

Confirmability is achieved when credibility, transferability and dependability are
established (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). This study achieved confirmability by maintaining a
thematic matrix document based on interviews, telephonic conversations and observations.
Findings were sent to SME participants for external audit of the research process.

Findings

The comprehensive data collected from multiple interviews have provided various thematic
insights that illuminate the challenges encountered by Pakistani SMEs when adopting and/or
using social media for marketing. Table 2 Thematic Matrix presents the three main themes,
their corresponding subthemes and the associated codes identified in the interview data after
meticulous transcription and analysis.
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Table 2. Thematic matrix (codes and themes in thematic analysis)

Themes

Subthemes

Codes

Technological
factors

Organizational
factors

Environmental
factors

Relative advantage

Compatibility

Complexity

Top management
support

Financial constraints

Size and structure of
the firm

Environmental
uncertainty

Government support

Competitive pressure

Source: Authors’ own creation

Uncertainty about the benefits

Hesitancy in adopting social media platforms

Adoption rates are very slow

Difficulty arises in utilizing multiple channels for
customers to reach

There is delayed utilization of customer service software
Ensure a stable internet connection is available

Daily work tasks may be hindered

Unexpected internet outages may occur

Difficulty in measuring social media performance

Not everyone knows how to fetch facts and figures from
data

Performance analytics are too complicated

Senior executives do not express interest in others’ ideas
Lack of cognitive support

There’s a significant gap between mindsets due to age
and background

Difficulty of managing everything within a budget
Cannot freely experiment with creativity

Not investing enough in generating leads

Need to adhere to the budget while implementing
strategies

Difficult to hire individual personnel for each task
Need resources in terms of finances and employees
Inadequate size of the marketing team to strategize and
implement simultaneously

Consider outsourcing to a marketing agency

COVID-19 uncertainty

Need for social media due to the lockdown environment
Ordering through the website

Shift from traditional to digital platforms, including SEO
Restricted physical movement to digital campaigns
Unpredictable political and government support

Social media campaigns and payments

Political instability

Government policies and financing rates

Taxes and regulation support

Competitors rapid development

Competitive pressure for marketing changes

Social media marketing as a driver of change

Engage in live influencer interactions during promotional
events for a competitive advantage

Collaborate with top influencers

Perform a complete makeover of the website and social
media platforms




Technological factors — Theme 1
In summary, the adoption of social media technology in SMEs faces three significant
technological challenges, elaborated upon as follows: 1) Relative advantage, 2)
Compatibility and 3) Complexity.

Relative advantage. Relative advantage relates to skepticism about the benefits of
social media usage. Respondents expressed that this relative advantage challenge became
apparent as they initially transitioned to using social media and its associated
implications. They were uncertain about the skepticism of benefits they could derive from
it, leading to hesitation in adopting social media platforms for their businesses. This initial
hesitation had long-term consequences. However, the situation changed during the
COVID-19 lockdown when people were required to stay at home. It was during this
period that they began to utilize social media, and the results were significantly positive.
As time progressed, they became more adept at using social media efficiently, thereby
creating more value for their businesses. Here are some narratives from respondents
illustrating this aspect:

“Since we started using social media and established our presence on various platforms like
Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok, we're receiving more responses than ever before. This has been
advantageous for us.”

SMEs have recognized the importance of establishing a presence on various popular social
media platforms currently in use. They understand that not everyone checks their email
regularly or browses Facebook daily. To effectively connect with their customers from
various avenues and expand their businesses, it’s essential to create a presence on platforms
like YouTube, Instagram, TikTok and LinkedIn. However, business owners often have
concerns about managing all these apps simultaneously. Fortunately, there are content
management applications available that serve as a single platform to integrate all social
media apps. This approach simplifies the utilization of social media to its full extent, making
it more manageable for business owners.
To support these arguments, consider the following quote from one respondent:

“My business flourished after becoming online through proper channels. To make daily
engagement on social media more accessible, I downloaded an app that has all the social apps
integrated into it so I can manage it all at once. I get notified instantly whenever there is a
comment, inquiry, or a message so I am connected with customers throughout the day and ready to
serve them.”

Compatibility. Compatibility relates to the existing systems and policies of firms regarding
the adoption of social media marketing. Technological innovation within SMEs becomes
more feasible when the technology aligns with the organization’s existing systems.
However, introducing technological changes into an organization can bring about a
unique set of challenges, especially if the firm’s systems and infrastructure are not well
prepared and compatible with firm polices. For successful social media adoption, SMEs
must have a robust internet connection that can support their various online activities,
including daily tasks, internal and external communication, idea exchange, staying
updated on the latest trends and accessing news. Respondents emphasized the importance
of a reliable internet connection, but they also highlighted the challenge of dealing with
unexpected internet outages. Slow or disrupted internet service can lead to both time and
financial losses. Conversely, a fast and stable internet connection can accommodate
multiple people working online simultaneously. Here are some selected narratives that
illustrate these points:
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“An unreliable internet connection presented us with a lot of inconveniences whether it's
downloading files or uploading photos and videos, updating the website and social media
platforms daily, using software, etc.”

“Having a good internet connection now, we work efficiently and save time. Working with a slow
connection used to be so frustrating because it cost us money and valuable time.”

Complexity. Complexity is associated with the utilization of social media metrics tools. The
COVID-19 pandemic significantly hastened the shift of millions of businesses toward online
sales and marketing. Participants in this study observed that as they began adopting social media
platforms for marketing purposes, they realized the importance of using specific websites and
analytical tools. These tools were crucial for gathering data from various social media channels,
helping to make informed marketing decisions and evaluate the effectiveness of marketing
campaigns driven by these decisions. However, they found these tools to be quite intricate and
difficult to use effectively. This perspective is echoed by a manager who stated:

“Our social media team learns what works and what doesn't work when it comes to content and
strategy, but it's not an easy task; it takes experience to extract and understand data.”

Managers are grappling with the complexity of social media technology and processes, and
implementing innovation at scale through social media becomes even more challenging
without the use of social media analytic metrics to measure performance. One respondent
expressed this concern as follows:

“We use multiple tools to understand and analyse traffic and user behavior; it can be complex and
requires a certain level of technical knowledge to use effectively.”

Organizational factors — Theme 2

In general, three organizational challenges have impeded the adoption of social media
technology in SMEs, including 1) Top management support, 2) Financial constraints and 3)
the Size and structure of the firm, as discussed further.

Top management support. Top management support relates to senior management’s
interest in and support for social media marketing strategies. Participants in the study
emphasized that the successful integration of technology and the management of expansion
within a firm may be influenced by the age, cultural background, and educational
qualifications of senior employees. They highlighted the crucial role senior managers play in
facilitating the adoption of social media marketing within SMEs. This is because senior
managers, as influential figures within the organization, provide guidance, allocate resources
and offer cognitive support necessary for effectively implementing social media marketing
strategies (Rahman et al., 2020):

“We face a significant issue with our upper management since they are from the old school. There
is a substantial gap between their era and our digital times. We have different mindsets about
creativity for social media ideas.”

It is projected that SMEs will be less inclined to embrace social media technology if they
receive less support from senior management. According to the following narratives,
respondents claimed that some of the most senior executives (older employees) have never
shown an interest in their suggestions for social media strategies:

“We present social media strategies, but they reject them because they cannot comprehend today’s
social media trends and how things work. Getting them approved is the biggest challenge when it
comes to social media. We cannot create good content without approval.”



Financial constraints. Financial constraints refer to the availability of sufficient funds for
marketing strategies and the development of promotional plans for customers. Without
adequate funding, it becomes difficult for any SME to expand and invest (Calli and Clark,
2015). One of the main obstacles small businesses faces is obtaining enough funding for
marketing strategies. While some companies are fortunate to attract investors willing to
provide capital for new and innovative marketing initiatives, most business owners start their
ventures using bootstrap funds or personal loans:

“We don't invest as much in online leads as we should due to budget constraints. It's essential for
us to stick to the allocated budget to execute our strategies effectively.”

To generate sales online, firms must let customers know of their existence. They must have a
marketing and promotion plan to accomplish that. SMEs mentioned that they have a very
limited marketing budget to spend on online marketing, branding, advertising, print media,
etc. So cost is a significant factor because otherwise, they cannot afford to run effective paid
campaigns, nor can they be fully creative with their ideas for their organic campaigns to
work. The following are narratives from selected respondents:

“We spend US $20 for each lead and depending on how many leads we are targeting. We get a
certain budget for the quarter and manage everything else too while staying within that budget
such as making TVCs, making animated, static, and website posts, we must pay agency fees too.”

“Cost is a big constraint for us because one cannot freely execute ideas if you must see your
budget limit.”

Size and structure of the firm. This factor relates to the challenge of workforce availability based
on the organization’s size and structure. Small businesses often face resource challenges when
adopting social media marketing. Respondents highlighted the need for various specialized roles
like media spend managers, graphic designers, content creators, copywriters, content strategists
and social media analysts. However, due to budget constraints and limited space in SMEs, hiring
dedicated personnel for each role can be challenging. SMEs may not have the organizational
structure or financial capacity to expand their workforce. To overcome this hurdle, many SMEs
opt for outsourcing. They recognize that effective social media marketing requires a team effort
and expertise in various domains. Instead of attempting to build an in-house team, which may not
be feasible given their size and resources, they choose to collaborate with external agencies.
Outsourcing allows SME:s to access a pool of professionals with the skills needed for successful
social media marketing without the burden of hiring and managing full-time employees. This
approach aligns with the resource limitations faced by small businesses while still enabling them
to harness the power of social media for their growth and marketing strategies.
The above aspect is supported by the following statements from the managers who said:

“To run social media platforms effectively, we needed a proper team for our marketing campaigns,
including videographers, graphic designers, animators, and content writers. But sadly, our firm
size is very small, so we outsourced this domain to an agency.”

Environmental factors — Theme 3
Regarding the theme of the impact of environmental factors on SMEs’ social media
adoption, the derivation includes the following subthemes: 1) Environmental uncertainty, 2)
Government support and 3) Competitive pressure.

Environmental uncertainty. In the environmental context, the COVID-19 pandemic
introduced significant uncertainty that ultimately benefited SMEs by driving substantial
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changes in their marketing approaches. Many SMEs experienced a fall in sales during this
period due to the nationwide lockdown, as customers were not allowed to be outside. Sales
conditions worsened as the COVID-19 uncertainty increased with multiple back-to-back
waves. Consequently, SME managers became more aware of social media marketing and its
importance in creating a revenue stream without requiring customers to physically visit their
premises or closing the operations. They felt a high need to implement social media and
utilize it to attract customers through marketing, as well as a channel to ensure sales with
minimal human interaction.
The above story is supported by the following statement from a respondent:

“Initially, all interactions were face-to-face. However, when Covid-19 hit and the entire city went
into lockdown, we had to make adjustments. We established a section on our website for placing
orders and utilized social media ‘sign up now’ links. This enabled customers to place orders
directly. Now, we simply call them, verify the order and address, and complete their purchase. It
wasn't the way things were done previously; we used to have to visit customers door to door. But
after Covid-19, everything changed.”

During our observations, we noted that marketers face an ongoing challenge to elevate their
strategies in a rapidly evolving landscape. The shift in consumer behavior from traditional
media sources such as TV, radio and print to digital platforms on smartphones has resulted in
a decline in the effectiveness of traditional marketing methods. This change has fueled the
growing importance of social media as a powerful tool for reaching wider audiences,
boosting sales, and attracting new customers to products and services. The aforementioned
observation is supported by the following statement from a respondent:

“Previously, our primary marketing efforts were directed offline, including streamers, billboards,
and float activities. However, when the Covid-19 lockdown occurred, offline marketing became
ineffective for us. Thus, we shifted our focus to social media and began investing in ad campaigns
and improving SEO. This change yielded a significantly more positive response, as people started
discovering us through social media channels.”

Due to the special circumstances provided by COVID-19, typical advertising channels and
audiences with restricted access are becoming less popular. SMEs have extensively relied on
digital marketing techniques during this time to stay current and increase sales. While the
shift to digital did not start or end with the epidemic, the absence of physical movement and
real-time, in-person media like billboards and newspapers highlighted the potential of social
media. A participant summed up the importance of digital marketing as follows:

“Our offline campaigns didn't yield the same success as our online ones. Covid-19 influenced our
business by compelling us to seek out new and effective marketing strategies.”

Government support. Government support, which relates to the political situation and taxes
on IT, is crucial for fostering innovation and implementing beneficial regulations to aid
SMEs in adopting social media marketing. However, in many emerging economies like
Pakistan, government involvement in promoting e-commerce and technology adoption is
limited (Muhammad Arsalan Nazir, 2018). Participants unanimously noted that Pakistan’s
unpredictable political and governmental situation affects their decisions to engage in digital
marketing through social media campaigns to enhance e-commerce. Owner-managers feel
that the lack of political stability in Pakistan leads to frequent changes in government policies
and financing rates, impacting their business strategies:

“Due to the political instability in our country, our currency has undergone significant devaluation.
Consequently, our payments for social media campaigns, which are in US dollars, have risen
substantially. We are now spending much more money than before due to these political uncertainties.”



The introduction of new taxes and regulations on information and communication
technology by newly elected governments has created challenges for SMEs looking to utilize
social media as a marketing platform. High taxes act as a deterrent for small and medium-
sized businesses and may eventually lead to closures. A commonly expressed sentiment
regarding government support among those interviewed was:

“The marketing agency we've hired for our social media creatives charges high commissions, and
in addition to that, there are government taxes to consider.”

Competitive pressure. Competitive pressure positively impacts SMEs by driving them to
adopt new technologies. This is because small business owners and managers experience
pressure as they become more aware of and follow their competitors’ adoption of new
technologies because the tech industry is known for its rapid development. When more
businesses in an industry start using social media as a marketing tool, an organization may be
under competitive pressure and will need to make changes to stay competitive (Mwika et al.,
2018). It is a basic driver of change whereby firms compete for business improvements that
put pressure on their competitors to do better, pushing firms to add more value at less cost.
When rivals all adopt trendy ways of marketing through social media, it becomes a
disadvantage not to do the same or even better:

“Influencer marketing is incredibly popular these days. While our competitors were all utilizing
influencer marketing, we were not. We're working on boosting our social media presence, but we
entered the game late.”

“Our company has a complex approval process from upper management regarding social media
campaign ideas. Unlike our competitors who have millions of followers, we don't, so we need to
put in extra effort now.”

Falling behind social media trends and missing out on opportunities will require companies
to work doubly hard to achieve their goals. Managers highlight the crucial role of
competitive pressure with the following statements:

“Recently, we partnered with an influencer to promote our product in their videos, so we're gaining
visibility too. Now, we're giving our website and social media platforms a complete makeover.”

Discussion

The qualitative data analysis uncovered significant insights regarding the internal and
external factors influencing SMEs when adopting social media marketing, particularly in
developing countries like Pakistan and during the COVID-19 pandemic. As businesses
increasingly operate remotely and strive to utilize various technologies and platforms for
marketing, social media marketing has emerged as a crucial tool for enhancing business
viability and improving online customer relationships, among other factors.

This study’s conceptual framework (see Figure 2) has been developed after qualitative
findings and rigorous analysis of field data, further discussed.

The first theme, technological factors, encompasses three challenges within each
subtheme: skepticism about the benefits of adopting new technology, compatibility with
infrastructure and the complexity of social media metric tools. These findings align with
prior research on SME performance and growth. For instance, previous studies (Effendi
et al., 2020), (Balakrishnan et al., 2014) and (Wong et al., 2020) utilize the relative
advantage factor as a critical determinant of technology adoption due to its fundamental
impact on the perceived benefits of adopting new technologies. However, our study unveiled
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Technological Factors Organizational Factors Environmental Factors
-Top management support
Reluctant of senior management
support & interest of older
employees

-Financial Constraints
Inadequate budget for marketing
strategies and promotional plans
-Size and structure

Smaller organizational structure
and workforce availability

-Relative advantage
Skepticism about the benefits
of social media usage
-Compatibility

Existing systems integration
and policies of firms
-Complexity

Difficulty in use of social
media metrics tools

-Environmental uncertainty
Advantages of the Covid-19 pandemic
and digital marketing channels
-Government support

Political instability and high
government taxes on digital services
-Competitive pressure

The beneficial impact of competitive
pressure

Social Media Marketing
Adoption by SMEs

Source: Authors’ own creation

Figure 2. Factors affecting social media marketing adoption by SMEs

a noteworthy observation: owners and managers initially displayed indifference or ignorance
regarding the benefits of adopting social media for their marketing efforts, leading to
resistance. It was only when the COVID-19 pandemic compelled businesses to go online for
survival that numerous SMEs begrudgingly embraced social media marketing. As they
gained experience, they began to use it more effectively and witnessed positive outcomes.
This underscores the idea that if SMEs recognize the benefits of adopting social media
marketing and shed their indecision and uncertainty, it could substantially enhance their
business performance. While our findings align with research conducted in similar contexts
(Tripopsakul, 2018) and (Dana et al., 2021), it’s worth noting that there are exceptions, with
some studies conducted in Middle Eastern countries suggesting that relative advantage may
not significantly influence social media adoption.

In terms of infrastructure capability, anyone with sufficient internet connectivity can
utilize social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp and Instagram
(Sharmilaand and Kavitha, 2022). However, our study shows that SMEs may struggle to use
social media and its performance tools due to slow speeds or lack of internet access. An
economy’s competitiveness is increased by physical infrastructure and fast broadband
speeds, fostering a vibrant business climate that supports economic expansion and growth,
whereas poor infrastructure hinders productivity and raises expenses for all enterprises, from
SME:s to large corporations (Isenberg and Onyemah, 2016). This current study highlights
that firms must maintain a reliable internet connection to support their daily online operations
effectively. However, in Pakistan, internet stability is often lacking. Frequent technical or
power disruptions can significantly hamper routine tasks such as data uploads, internal
communication, prompt responses to customer inquiries, trend tracking and campaign
management. If a firm’s infrastructure is ill-equipped to handle such power or technical
outages, it can pose a significant challenge to adopting social media marketing for a thriving
business. Slow or unavailable internet can result in both time and financial losses for
Pakistani SMEs, acting as a barrier to their adoption of social media, as previously confirmed
by (Faqir et al., 2014; Scupola, 2009; Tan et al., 2009; Wresch and Fraser, 2011).



Another challenge identified in our study is the complexity of using social media metric
tools for SMEs adopting social media marketing. As firms attempt to adopt social media
applications for marketing purposes, they realize the need to use certain websites and
software that are complicated to use, track data, and support further marketing decisions and
performance measurement. Our findings have specifically revealed that resistance to
adopting complex technology is more critical in developing countries such as Pakistan,
where people are less skilled and motivated to adopt, negatively influencing technology
adoption, whereas the simplicity of use promotes developing countries to adopt new
technology and innovation effortlessly (Karim et al., 2021).

The second theme, organizational factors, includes three challenges within each sub-
theme: top management support, financial constraints and size and structure, revealing how
the organizational setting affects SMEs’ adoption of social media marketing. The existing
literature on top management support (Ahani et al., 2017; Ramdani et al., 2013; Salam et al.,
2019) affirms its significant impact on the adoption of social media. However, in the context
of Pakistan, this study reveals a lack of support from top management. This disconnect arises
from a generation gap between senior executives and the digital era, as well as differing
mindsets regarding creativity in social media ideas. Moreover, the study finds that the
creation of trendy and creative content is hindered by the need for approval, to which senior
management often shows strong reluctance. Interestingly, some of the most senior
executives, particularly older employees, have displayed little interest in team suggestions
for social media marketing techniques. As senior managers significantly influence their
subordinates and encourage adoption, higher levels of top management support can make
SMEs more inclined to implement social media. These findings contradict earlier research by
(Tajudeen et al., 2018), (Ahmad et al,, 2019) and (Abed, 2020), who found that top
management support is necessary to adopt social media tools in firms. Financial limitations
have the greatest impact on SMEs. However, our research reveals that cost is the biggest
constraint for social media marketing adoption in Pakistan because SMEs cannot freely
execute ideas when there is a very small budget. Social media plays a significant role in both
marketing and advertising plans, essential if a firm wants people to know about their
existence, but there is never enough money allocated for extra marketing. Our findings
underscore the significant impact of limitations in human and financial resources on the
adoption of social media marketing by SMEs, aligning with the research of (Kwadwo et al.,
2016). Furthermore, the size and structure of an organization were identified as crucial
factors determining its capacity to allocate the necessary resources, including the number of
employees, organizational structure, and financial budget, for implementing new
technological standards like social media integration. In Pakistan, medium-sized firms,
thanks to their adequate size and financial resources, are more inclined to embrace digital
marketing through social media channels. However, small businesses are forced to outsource
their marketing strategies due to their size and structure constraints. This study’s findings
support earlier researchers by (Bhattacharya and Wamba, 2015; Qalati, Li, et al., 2021;
Ramdani et al., 2013), highlighting that a company’s size and structure play pivotal roles in
its decision to utilize social media marketing.

The third theme explores the environmental factors impacting SMEs’ adoption of social
media marketing, encompassing three challenges within each sub-theme: the advantageous
effect of the COVID-19 pandemic, the beneficial impact of competitive pressure and the
hindrances posed by political instability and high government taxes on digital services. Our
study uncovers two key components that facilitated the adoption of social media marketing
by SMESs, while the third component presented challenges for Pakistani SMEs. Previous
research (Salam et al., 2019) underscores the significance of government regulations and
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competitive pressure in influencing SMEs’ adoption of social media. Competitive pressure
emerged as a driving force compelling Pakistani SMEs to expand online, facilitating survival
during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, government regulations and political instability
acted as obstacles hindering the adoption process. Our findings align with prior research
(Dana et al., 2021), indicating that businesses implement changes more promptly under
fierce competition. Pakistani businesses shifted from traditional to social media marketing in
response to intensified competition. Although governments generally encourage the
adoption of new technologies (Ghobakhloo et al., 2011; Lin, 2021; Qalati, Li, et al., 2021),
the imposition of high digital taxes in Pakistan has obstructed SMEs from investing in
essential technology infrastructure for adopting e-commerce and social media services.
Moreover, Pakistan’s unstable political environment, marked by riots and protests,
negatively impacts SMEs’ decisions regarding social media adoption due to increased
campaign costs amidst currency devaluation. Our findings resonance (Muhammad Arsalan
Nazir, 2018), identifying political instability and ineffective government policies as barriers
to digital innovation adoption. Additionally, our study, in line with (Effendi et al., 2020),
highlights environmental uncertainty’s beneficial impact on social media adoption. The
COVID-19 pandemic intensified this uncertainty, prompting SME managers to explore
social media marketing amidst worsening sales conditions. During this period, firms relied
heavily on social media channels for marketing and order-taking to boost sales and maintain
credibility.

Conclusions

The study investigated factors influencing social media marketing adoption by SMEs in
Pakistan within the TOE framework, analyzing both barriers and drivers. Qualitative data
from semistructured interviews with SME owners and managers in major Pakistani cities
were thematically analyzed. The key finding is that SMEs can adopt social media as a
valuable marketing tool, contingent on effectively addressing internal organizational
challenges. Additionally, the study highlights the crucial role of external support from
national stakeholders, such as governments, financial institutions, and technological
organizations, in providing SMEs with necessary resources and a conducive environment for
successful social media marketing adoption in the near future, when SMEs are prepared for
digital change. In conclusion, fostering collaboration between SMEs and external
stakeholders is imperative to navigate the challenges and seize the opportunities presented by
social media marketing adoption, ensuring sustainable growth and competitiveness in the
evolving digital landscape of Pakistan.

Contributions

The research contributes to the academic literature on social media marketing adoption by
SMESs, particularly within emerging economies, enriching theoretical understanding of
adoption processes and factors. The study fills gaps in existing knowledge and lays a
foundation for future research endeavors in this domain.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributed by identifying challenges within the
TOE framework developed by Tornatzky and Fleischer (1990) hindering SMEs in adopting
social media for marketing, while also highlighting drivers, especially during the COVID-19
pandemic. Thematic analysis of interview data organizes findings into themes and sub-
themes within the TOE framework.

In the realm of technological factors, research conducted in Middle Eastern countries,
such as studies by AlSharji et al. (2018) and Trawnih et al. (2021), found that relative
advantage did not demonstrate a significant correlation with social media adoption. Our



study identifies a primary obstacle to adopting social media marketing: owners and managers
have limited awareness of its benefits. However, during the country’s lockdown, businesses
began recognizing its potential and gradually adopted it. Moreover, firms in Pakistan often
face challenges due to unreliable internet connections that hinder essential online activities.
Furthermore, the complexity of social media metric tools required for effective marketing
campaigns and decision-making presents another significant barrier.

This study addresses the gap in existing literature (Abed, 2020; Effendi et al., 2020)
regarding organizational factors, such as financial limitations and the influence of senior
management (owners and managers), in executing social media marketing strategies, which
are crucial for social media adoption. Our study contributes by suggesting that the more
interested top management is in social media practices, the higher the chances of adopting
social media marketing as a digital tool. Additionally, medium-sized firms, due to their
adequate size and financial resources, are more inclined to embrace digital marketing
through social media channels than smaller firms and therefore rely more on outsourcing
marketing activities.

Within the environmental factors, this research sheds light on Pakistan’s highly unstable
political environment, characterized by frequent and violent protests, which significantly
disrupt day-to-day marketing practices of SMEs. This instability poses a considerable
challenge to adopting social media marketing strategies (Al-Okaily et al., 2020; Qalati et al.,
2022). However, competitive pressure has played a role as a driver for SMEs to adopt social
media marketing strategies to sustain themselves in the Pakistani market. COVID-19, as an
external environmental challenge, acted as a driver motivating SMEs to adopt social media
platforms and market and sell online instead of shutting down operations.

Based on the TOE framework, in conclusion, this study contributes by revealing that if all
factors are adequately considered, SMEs can transition from traditional marketing methods
and consider social media as a digital marketing method to increase marketing performance,
profitability, and gain a competitive advantage over competitors. The TOE framework
(Tornatzky and Fleischer, 1990) provides a structured lens for analyzing social media
marketing adoption by SMEs, integrating technological, organizational, and environmental
factors for a comprehensive examination of multifaceted influences on decisions related to
social media adoption.

Implications

In terms of implications, the study suggests that SMEs could potentially enhance their business
performance by recognizing the benefits of adopting social media marketing. Understanding the
various factors affecting their adoption of social media marketing can help SMEs assess their
readiness and strategize more effectively. Senior management (owners and managers) should
consider investing in new marketing technologies to enhance product promotion and reach a
broader audience. However, this depends on the availability of adequate funding for SMEs to
upgrade their traditional marketing methods.

Insights from the analysis can guide decision-making processes related to investments in
social media marketing tools, training, and human resources. By understanding
organizational and environmental factors, SMEs can adapt their strategies to better align with
market trends and customer preferences.

The study also underscores challenges specific to Pakistan, such as inadequate
government regulations and a politically unstable environment. Government bodies
responsible for supporting SMEs can utilize these findings to design and implement more
targeted programs aimed at promoting digitalization and social media adoption. This
analysis can help allocate resources and funding to initiatives addressing specific barriers
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identified in the study, such as technological infrastructure or digital skills training.
Addressing these issues could encourage SMEs to harness social media and e-commerce for
revenue generation.

Given the increasing importance of social media marketing, marketers and decision-
makers should focus on addressing challenges and leveraging opportunities identified in this
study to enhance their strategies and outcomes. Insights from the analysis can inform the
development of policies and regulations around social media usage for businesses, especially
SMEs. Understanding the factors influencing SME adoption can help policymakers create
more targeted and effective support mechanisms or incentives to encourage broader adoption
of social media marketing among SMEs.

Academics can use these insights to develop theoretical frameworks or models that
enhance the understanding of technology adoption in organizational contexts. This study can
inspire further research into specific aspects of social media adoption within SMEs, such as
the role of leadership, cultural influences, or industry-specific dynamics.

Limitations and future research directions

The study on factors influencing SME adoption of social media marketing in Pakistan
through a TOE framework presents significant contributions but also faces certain
limitations. One limitation is the potential lack of generalizability due to the focus on SMEs
in Pakistan, which may have unique cultural, economic, and regulatory contexts compared to
SMEs in other regions. Additionally, the study’s reliance on a TOE framework might
overlook other relevant factors that could influence SME adoption of social media
marketing. Future research could address these limitations by conducting comparative
studies across different countries to enhance generalizability and exploring additional
theoretical frameworks or integrating multiple frameworks to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of SME adoption behaviors.

It’s important to note that this study focused solely on SMEs in two major financial cities
in Pakistan with three industries. Future research could broaden the scope by including
SMEs from rural areas and different sectors to explore the adoption drivers of social media
marketing in diverse contexts. Furthermore, longitudinal studies could offer insights into the
dynamic nature of social media adoption among SMEs over time, considering the evolving
technological landscape and changing market conditions.

Quantitative research methods with larger samples could provide deeper insights into the
specific challenges and opportunities faced by SMEs in adopting social media marketing
strategies. Overall, addressing these limitations and pursuing avenues for further research
could enhance the robustness and applicability of findings in informing strategies to support
SME:s in leveraging social media for marketing purposes in diverse contexts.
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