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Abstract: This paper examines the patterns, drivers, and barriers of digital marketing adoption
among small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in developing countries across Sub-Saharan
Africa, South and Southeast Asia, and Latin America. Drawing on primary survey data from 1,240
SME owners and managers, supplemented by secondary analysis of regional digital economy
reports, the study identifies a pronounced digital divide that constrains equitable participation in
global e-commerce ecosystems. While mobile internet penetration has accelerated adoption of
social-media marketing, particularly through platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp Business, and
TikTok, structural barriers — including limited digital literacy, unreliable infrastructure, restricted
access to formal financial services, and inadequate regulatory frameworks — continue to impede
comprehensive adoption. The findings reveal that government-led digital capacity programs, fintech
integration, and local-language content development represent the most impactful levers for
sustainable adoption. This paper contributes an empirically grounded framework for policymakers,
development finance institutions, and technology companies seeking to support SME digitalization
in emerging markets.
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Introduction

The rapid proliferation of internet connectivity and mobile devices has fundamentally
reshaped the commercial landscape of the twenty-first century. For small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) — which collectively account for approximately 90 percent of all businesses
and more than 50 percent of formal employment globally [20]. digital marketing tools offer an
unprecedented opportunity to compete beyond local boundaries, access new customer segments, and
build brand equity at a fraction of the cost associated with traditional media channels.

Yet the promise of digital marketing is not uniformly realized. In developing countries, the
journey toward digitalization remains uneven, shaped by asymmetries in infrastructure quality,
digital skills, capital availability, and institutional support. While urban SMEs in emerging-market
capitals increasingly leverage sophisticated digital strategies, rural and peri-urban enterprises often
lack the foundational prerequisites to participate meaningfully. This divergence risks deepening
economic inequality rather than alleviating it.

The scholarly literature on digital marketing adoption in developing economies has expanded
considerably in the past decade; however, several critical gaps remain. Most existing studies focus
narrowly on a single country or sector, offer limited comparative analysis across regional contexts,
and rarely integrate the perspectives of enterprise owners with macro-level policy analysis.
Furthermore, rapidly evolving platform ecosystems — including the rise of short-form video
commerce and Al-powered chatbot marketing — have outpaced existing empirical frameworks.

This study addresses these gaps through a multi-country, mixed-methods investigation
spanning three major developing regions: Sub-Saharan Africa, South and Southeast Asia, and Latin
America. The central research questions are: (1) What is the current state of digital marketing
adoption among SMEs in developing countries? (2) What factors drive or impede adoption? (3)
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What policy and institutional interventions most effectively promote sustainable digitalization? The
remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature. Section 3
describes the methodology. Sections 4 and 5 present the findings and discussion. Section 6
concludes with policy recommendations.

Literature Review
Theoretical Foundations

The theoretical study of technology adoption by business organizations has been anchored
by several complementary frameworks. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), originally
proposed by[6], posits that perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are the primary
determinants of technology adoption intention. Subsequent extensions of TAM — notably the
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) by [19]. incorporated additional
constructs such as social influence, facilitating conditions, and hedonic motivation.

For the specific context of SMEs in developing countries, the Diffusion of Innovations (DOI)
theory [15]. offers complementary explanatory power. DOl emphasizes how innovation
characteristics — relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability —
interact with the social systems through which enterprises are embedded to shape adoption
trajectories. Given that SME owners in developing economies frequently rely on peer networks and
informal information channels, observability and social influence are particularly salient constructs
in this context.

More recent scholarship has proposed resource-based and institutional theory perspectives
to explain adoption heterogeneity[11]. demonstrate that the capacity to leverage digital tools is
conditioned not merely by access but by complementary organizational and human capital
resources. Institutional theory, as applied by[12], highlights how regulatory environments,
normative pressures, and cognitive schemas within national innovation systems shape SME
digitalization decisions.

The Digital Divide in Developing Economies

The concept of the digital divide — originally articulated as a binary gap between those with
and without internet access — has evolved into a more nuanced, multi-dimensional construct. [18]
distinguishes between motivational, material, skills-based, and usage access as layered dimensions
of digital inequality. For SMEs in developing countries, all four dimensions remain relevant
constraints.

Infrastructure deficits constitute the most visible material dimension. While mobile
broadband coverage has expanded dramatically — the International Telecommunication Union [9]
reports that 4G networks now cover approximately 85 percent of the global population —
meaningful connectivity remains elusive in many rural regions due to prohibitive data costs, energy
instability, and device affordability. The affordability dimension is particularly acute: the Alliance
for Affordable Internet [1] estimates that 1 gigabyte of mobile data costs more than 2 percent of
average monthly income in 24 developing countries, far above the widely accepted 2 percent
affordability threshold.

The skills dimension presents an equally formidable challenge. [17] estimates that over 40
percent of the adult population in least-developed countries lacks basic digital literacy, a deficit that
disproportionately affects women, elderly entrepreneurs, and those operating in indigenous-
language contexts. Without the capacity to create, analyze, and optimize digital marketing content,
access to platforms does not translate into effective practice.

Patterns of Digital Marketing Adoption

Empirical evidence consistently demonstrates that social media platforms constitute the
primary entry point for digital marketing adoption among SMEs in developing countries. Studies
from Nigeria [13], India [16], and Brazil [4] converge on the finding that Facebook, Instagram, and
WhatsApp Business are the dominant channels, valued for their low cost, existing user bases, and
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conversational commerce capabilities.

The emergence of mobile-first commerce — wherein enterprise-customer interactions occur

predominantly through smartphone applications rather than desktop websites — represents a
distinguishing structural feature of developing-country digital markets. [7] reports that 72 percent
of internet users in Sub-Saharan Africa access the internet exclusively via mobile devices. This
mobile-centric architecture creates both opportunities and constraints: while it lowers the barrier to
entry for social media marketing, it simultaneously constrains the viability of web-based analytics
tools, search engine optimization strategies, and email marketing campaigns that require desktop
interfaces or higher-bandwidth connections.
Search engine marketing and pay-per-click advertising remain notably underpenetrated among
developing-country SMEs.[8] attribute this to three interrelated factors: the cost and complexity of
search advertising platforms; the dominance of informal, trust-based discovery mechanisms (word
of mouth, community networks) over algorithmic search in many developing-country consumer
contexts; and the limited availability of local-currency payment infrastructure required to activate
advertising accounts.

Methodology
Research Design

This study employed a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design [5] combining
quantitative survey research with qualitative in-depth interviews. The rationale for mixed methods
lies in the complementarity between breadth of coverage, achieved through the survey instrument,
and depth of contextual interpretation, achieved through the interviews. The quantitative phase was
completed first and its results were used to purposively select interview participants whose
experiences could illuminate statistically identified patterns.

Survey Instrument and Sampling

A structured questionnaire comprising 58 items was administered to SME owners and senior
managers in six target countries: Kenya and Nigeria (Sub-Saharan Africa), India and Indonesia
(South and Southeast Asia), and Colombia and Peru (Latin America). Countries were selected to
ensure coverage of different income levels, regulatory environments, and digital ecosystem maturity
levels within each region.

Quota sampling was used to achieve representational balance across three enterprise size
categories (micro: 1-9 employees; small: 10-49; medium: 50-249), four broad sector categories
(retail, food and hospitality, professional services, creative industries), and gender of principal
owner. Surveys were administered by trained field enumerators in local languages — Swahili,
Yoruba, Hindi, Bahasa Indonesia, Spanish — to ensure linguistic accessibility.

A total of 1,240 valid responses were obtained after data cleaning. Sample characteristics are
summarized in Table 1 below

Table 1. Sample Characteristics by Country and Enterprise Size

Kenya 78 42 18 138
Nigeria 85 48 22 155
India 96 61 30 187
Indonesia 89 55 26 170
Colombia 80 50 24 154
Peru 72 44 20 136
Subtotal 500 300 140 940
Online Panel 130 110 60 300
Supplement

Total 630 410 200 1,240

111  Journal of Public Diplomacy and International Studies www.grnjournal.us


http://www.grnjournal.us/

Qualitative Component

Following quantitative data collection, 72 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted
with purposively selected respondents. Interview participants were selected to represent the full
spectrum of digital marketing adoption — from non-adopters to sophisticated multi-channel
practitioners — and to ensure country, sector, and gender diversity. Interviews lasted between 45 and
90 minutes and were conducted in the respondents' preferred language. All interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed, and translated into English where necessary before analysis.

Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis following the framework of [2]. A
hybrid approach combining inductive open coding with deductive alignment to the study's theoretical
frameworks was employed. Atlas.ti software facilitated systematic coding and theme identification
across the full corpus of 72 interview transcripts. Findings

Prevalence and Channels of Digital Marketing Adoption

Overall, 68.4 percent of surveyed SMEs reported using at least one digital marketing channel.
However, this aggregate figure masks substantial variation across countries, enterprise sizes, and
sectors. Adoption rates ranged from 52.3 percent among micro-enterprises in Kenya to 91.7 percent
among medium-sized enterprises in India. Figure 1 (not displayed) illustrates country-level adoption
rates by enterprise size category.

Social media platforms dominated the digital marketing channel mix. Facebook was used by
61.2 percent of adopting SMEs; WhatsApp Business by 54.8 percent; Instagram by 38.4 percent; and
TikTok by 22.1 percent — a notably higher figure than comparable studies from three years earlier,
reflecting the rapid growth of short-form video commerce. In contrast, search engine advertising was
used by only 14.3 percent of adopters, email marketing by 12.8 percent, and dedicated e-commerce
websites by 9.6 percent.

The qualitative data enriched these patterns considerably. Multiple interview participants
noted that WhatsApp Business had become indispensable not merely for promotional communication
but as an end-to-end transaction platform, enabling product inquiries, order placement, payment
confirmation, and post-purchase service within a single conversational interface. A female fashion
retailer from Lagos articulated this integration: 'My entire business runs on WhatsApp. Customers
see my fabric on Instagram, message me on WhatsApp, pay through my mobile money, and | deliver.
It is simple and they trust it.'

Drivers of Adoption

Logistic regression analysis of the survey data identified several statistically significant
predictors of digital marketing adoption. Enterprise size (beta = 0.42, p < 0.001), owner's age (beta =
-0.31, p < 0.001), educational attainment (beta = 0.38, p < 0.001), and prior exposure to a formal
business training program (beta = 0.29, p < 0.01) were the strongest individual-level predictors. At
the environmental level, access to reliable electricity (beta = 0.24, p < 0.05) and proximity to an urban
center (beta = 0.19, p < 0.05) emerged as significant structural enablers.

The qualitative data revealed the critical mediating role of peer influence and community
learning. In all six countries, participants described how observing the commercial success of digitally
active competitors or community members served as a primary catalyst for adoption decisions. This
finding is consistent with [15] observability construct but extends it by demonstrating that in
developing-country SME contexts, peer demonstration frequently substitutes for formal training as
the primary mechanism through which digital literacy is acquired.

Government and NGO-led digital business programs also emerged as significant adoption
accelerators. Participants from Indonesia and Colombia who had participated in government-
subsidized digital marketing training reported notably higher levels of adoption confidence and
platform sophistication than their non-program peers. Crucially, these programs were valued not
merely for technical instruction but for facilitating access to networks of digitally engaged peers and
mentors.

Barriers to Adoption
Non-adopters (31.6 percent of the sample) were asked to identify their primary reasons for not
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using digital marketing. The most frequently cited barriers were: insufficient digital skills or
knowledge (cited by 48.3 percent of non-adopters); cost of data and devices (42.1 percent); concerns
about cybersecurity and fraud (29.7 percent); lack of time (27.4 percent); and perception that digital
marketing was not relevant to their business type or customer base (23.6 percent).

Among adopters, barriers to more sophisticated digital marketing use included: inability to
measure return on investment from digital activities (cited by 53.2 percent); difficulty creating high-
quality visual content (47.8 percent); platform algorithm unpredictability (41.3 percent); and lack of
support for local languages on major platforms (36.9 percent).

The language barrier deserves particular emphasis. Interview participants from Nigeria
(Yoruba-speaking communities), India (Hindi, Tamil, Telugu speakers), and Peru (Quechua-speaking
communities) repeatedly noted that major digital platforms provided inadequate support for their
languages, forcing entrepreneurs to communicate in English or Spanish — languages in which they
had limited proficiency — and thereby reducing the authenticity and reach of their marketing
communications. This finding has received insufficient attention in the existing literature, which has
tended to focus on English-language digital markets.

Gender Dimensions of Digital Marketing Adoption

A significant gender gap was observed in adoption rates: 72.3 percent of male-owned
enterprises reported digital marketing adoption compared to 61.4 percent of female-owned enterprises
—agap of approximately 11 percentage points. This gap was most pronounced in Sub-Saharan Africa
(14.8 percentage points) and least pronounced in Latin America (6.2 percentage points).

Multivariate analysis revealed that the gender gap was partially mediated by differential access
to smartphones (female owners were 23 percent less likely to own a smartphone), lower participation
in business training programs, and greater reported time constraints due to caregiving responsibilities.
However, even after controlling for these factors, a residual gender coefficient remained statistically
significant (beta = -0.14, p < 0.05), suggesting that gender-specific social and cultural barriers to
digital participation persist beyond material access constraints.

Discussion
Theoretical Implications

The findings contribute to the extant theoretical literature in several respects. First, they
reinforce the multi-dimensional nature of the digital divide in developing-country SME contexts,
demonstrating that material access — while necessary — is insufficient to explain adoption
heterogeneity. Skills deficits, motivational barriers, and institutional gaps interact with material
constraints in ways that standard TAM-based models inadequately capture.

Second, the salience of peer networks as learning mechanisms suggests that diffusion-theory
frameworks, with their emphasis on social systems and communication channels, provide particularly
apt tools for understanding adoption dynamics in developing-country contexts characterized by dense
informal social networks and limited formal institutional support. The practical implication is that
interventions designed to trigger network-driven diffusion — such as local digital champion programs
— may be more cost-effective than direct training approaches at scale.

Third, the finding that mobile-first architecture shapes both opportunities and constraints
challenges the implicit assumption in much of the adoption literature that the pathway to digital
marketing sophistication is universal and sequential. In developing-country contexts, the mobile-
centric architecture may constitute a distinct equilibrium — rather than a transitional stage —
requiring platform designers and marketers to adapt their tools and content strategies accordingly.

Comparison with Existing Studies

The 68.4 percent overall adoption rate observed in this study is broadly consistent with
estimates from comparable regional studies — including [3] for West Africa (64 percent), [10] for
South Asia (71 percent), and [14] for Latin America (66 percent) — lending external validity to the
current findings. However, the present study's six-country comparative design and disaggregation by
enterprise size, gender, and channel type provides considerably finer-grained insight than single-
country predecessors.
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The unexpectedly high adoption rate for TikTok (22.1 percent among adopters) is a novel
finding with significant implications. This figure substantially exceeds rates reported in studies
conducted prior to 2023, suggesting that TikTok's rapid expansion of its creator monetization
ecosystem — particularly TikTok Shop, launched in Southeast Asia and piloted in several African
markets in 2023-24 — has catalyzed SME adoption at a pace that the literature has not yet fully
registered.

Policy Recommendations

Based on the empirical findings, this study advances five interrelated policy recommendations
for governments, development institutions, and technology platforms.

First, governments should prioritize affordable broadband infrastructure investment in rural
and peri-urban areas, complemented by regulatory frameworks that promote data price competition.
Public-private partnerships modeled on initiatives such as Kenya's Universal Service Fund and India's
BharatNet have demonstrated proof of concept and merit scaled replication.

Second, national digital literacy programs should be redesigned with SME-specific content —
including practical digital marketing skills — and delivered through trusted community institutions
such as local business associations, cooperatives, and faith-based organizations rather than formal
education channels alone. Peer learning models and local digital champion initiatives should be
integrated as core delivery mechanisms.

Third, fintech regulators and mobile money operators should collaborate with major digital

marketing platforms to enable local-currency, low-denomination advertising payment options. The
current requirement for international credit cards to access advertising accounts on platforms such as
Google and Meta effectively excludes the majority of developing-country SMEs.
Fourth, gender-responsive digital inclusion programs should address the full spectrum of barriers —
including device access, training participation, time constraints, and safety concerns — rather than
narrowly focusing on skills provision. Development finance institutions should establish gender-
disaggregated performance indicators for digital inclusion investments.

Fifth, major technology platforms should accelerate investment in local-language product
support, content moderation, and algorithm optimization for developing-country contexts. Platforms
that currently offer limited functionality in languages such as Swabhili, Yoruba, Bahasa Indonesia, and
indigenous American languages systematically exclude significant segments of the SME population
they purport to serve.

Conclusion

This study has examined digital marketing adoption among SMEs in six developing
countries across three major emerging-market regions. The findings document a landscape of
dynamic but uneven adoption: social media and mobile-first platforms have created genuine
pathways to market participation for enterprises previously constrained by geography and capital,
but structural barriers — in infrastructure, skills, financing, language, and gender equity — continue
to limit the depth, sophistication, and inclusivity of this participation.

The practical and policy implications are substantial. Neither technology availability nor

market forces alone will resolve the multi-dimensional barriers that constrain equitable digital
marketing participation. Coordinated interventions across infrastructure, capacity development,
financial access, and regulatory reform — informed by rigorous evidence and responsive to local
contexts — are essential prerequisites for ensuring that digital marketing serves as a genuine engine
of inclusive economic development rather than a vehicle for further market concentration.
Future research should track adoption trajectories longitudinally to assess the durability of observed
patterns; investigate the emerging role of artificial intelligence tools in democratizing digital
marketing content creation; and examine how informal cross-border digital trade — increasingly
conducted through platforms such as WhatsApp and TikTok — interfaces with regulatory and
taxation frameworks in developing countries.
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