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Abstract 

This study examines how technology-mediated market entry strategies contribute to competitive 

advantage among small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Sub-Saharan Africa. Drawing on the 

Resource-Based View and the Dynamic Capabilities Framework, the research employs a 

quantitative cross-sectional survey design with 412 SME owners and managers drawn from 

Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana, and Cameroon, stratified across three sectors: retail and trade, 

manufacturing, and services and ICT. Data were collected via a structured questionnaire and 

analysed using multiple regression, one-way ANOVA with Tukey HSD post-hoc tests, and 

moderated regression analysis. Three principal findings emerge. First, digital technology 

adoption and technology-mediated market entry strategies jointly explain 56.0% of the variance 

in competitive advantage (F(2,409) = 260.5, p < .001), confirming that technology is a significant 

enabler of SME competitiveness in the region. Second, significant cross-sectoral differences in 

digital adoption exist (F(2,409) = 18.74, p < .001, eta² = .084), with services and ICT firms 

demonstrating substantially higher adoption than retail or manufacturing SMEs. Third, 

institutional and infrastructural barriers significantly moderate the relationship between digital 

strategy adoption and competitive advantage (Delta R² = .026), attenuating the benefits of 

digital investment in environments with weak regulatory and connectivity infrastructure. Social 

media marketing (87.6%), mobile payment platforms (80.1%), and digital advertising (70.1%) are 

the most widely deployed tools, while AI-assisted analytics remain nascent at 27.9% adoption 

across the sample. The findings contribute to the growing body of literature on digital 

transformation in emerging markets and carry practical implications for SME owners, 

policymakers, and development finance institutions operating in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Keywords: SME Digital Transformation, Market Entry Strategy, Competitive Advantage, Sub-

Saharan Africa, Dynamic Capabilities, Institutional Barriers. 

 

 

Introduction 

The relationship between digital technology adoption and firm performance has emerged 

as one of the central preoccupations of contemporary management research (Bharadwaj 

et al., 2013; Teece, 2018). Within the global economy, digital tools have fundamentally 

altered how firms identify markets, reach customers, manage transactions, and sustain 

competitive positions. This transformation is neither geographically uniform nor sectorally 

consistent. In Sub-Saharan Africa, a region characterised by rapidly expanding mobile 

penetration, a growing youth population, and significant structural constraints on 

traditional business infrastructure, small and medium enterprises (SMEs) occupy a peculiar 
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vantage point. They are, simultaneously, the primary engines of employment and GDP 

contribution in most economies in the region (IFC, 2021; World Bank, 2022) and the 

category of firm most exposed to the barriers, financial, institutional, and infrastructural, 

that limit technology adoption (Asongu, 2023; Nwankpa et al, 2022). 

Sub-Saharan Africa's digital landscape has undergone rapid transformation over the past 

decade. The GSMA (2023) reports that mobile internet penetration in Sub-Saharan Africa 

reached 26% in 2022, with smartphone connections growing at an annual rate of 8.5%, and 

mobile money accounts surpassing 763 million by year end. Kenya's M-PESA ecosystem, 

Nigeria's fintech sector, and Ghana's growing e-commerce platforms have each 

demonstrated that digital infrastructure, even where incomplete, can catalyse new 

commercial behaviours at scale. Asongu et al., (2021)) observed that technology 

investment in developing economies does not straightforwardly replicate outcomes seen 

in more infrastructure-rich environments, a finding that has been substantiated and refined 

by subsequent scholars examining African digital markets specifically ( Adomako et al., 

2024). 

Market entry strategy, defined broadly as the set of decisions a firm makes in selecting and 

penetrating a new market, has traditionally been theorised around internationalisation 

modes such as exporting, licensing, joint ventures, and foreign direct investment (Root, 

1994; Anderson & Gatignon, 1986). These frameworks largely assume large-firm resources 

and established institutional environments. The reality of SME market entry in Sub-

Saharan Africa departs markedly from these assumptions. Digital tools, particularly social 

media platforms, mobile payment systems, and e-commerce marketplaces, have enabled 

SMEs to enter new markets without the capital expenditure historically associated with 

physical market presence. This phenomenon, broadly termed digital market entry, remains 

under-theorised in the context of African SMEs, with most existing scholarship either 

focused on developed-economy firms (Yamin & Sinkovics, 2006; Luo & Tung, 2007) or 

treating African SMEs as a residual category in continent-wide digital development studies. 

This study addresses that gap directly. By examining how 412 SMEs across four Sub-

Saharan African countries deploy digital tools in market entry and how those deployments 

translate to competitive advantage under varying institutional conditions, the research 

offers both empirical evidence and theoretical contribution to a field where the demand for 

context-specific knowledge is acute (George et al., 2016; Nkamnebe, 2011). 

 

Problem Statement 

Despite the well-documented growth of digital infrastructure across Sub-Saharan Africa, 

the precise mechanisms through which SMEs leverage digital technology to achieve market 

entry and sustain competitive advantage remain inadequately understood in the scholarly 

literature (Asongu, 2023; Amadasun & Mutezo 2022). Existing market entry frameworks, 

developed largely in the context of Western multinational enterprises, do not adequately 

account for the resource constraints, institutional volatility, and infrastructure deficiencies 
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that characterise the SME environment in the region (Khanna & Palepu, 2010; Peng et al., 

2008). This theoretical misalignment generates a knowledge gap with direct practical 

consequences: SME owners, policymakers, and development finance institutions lack 

evidence-based guidance on which digital strategies generate competitive returns under 

which institutional conditions. 

A further problem is that research on African SME digitalisation has tended to treat the 

continent as a homogeneous unit (Asongu et al., 2021), obscuring significant cross-country 

and cross-sector variation in digital maturity, regulatory environment, and consumer 

behaviour. Kenya's advanced mobile financial ecosystem differs materially from 

Cameroon's nascent digital economy; Nigerian retail SMEs operate under different 

constraints than Kenyan ICT services firms. The failure to account for this heterogeneity 

limits the actionability of generalised findings. Additionally, the moderating role of 

institutional quality, encompassing regulatory frameworks, access to finance, and digital 

infrastructure, on the technology-advantage relationship has received limited empirical 

attention in the African SME context, despite its theoretical centrality in the institutional 

economics literature (North, 1990; Acemoglu et al., 2001). 

Taken together, these gaps define a researchable problem: the conditions under which 

technology-mediated market entry strategies generate sustainable competitive advantage 

for SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa are not well established, and existing theoretical 

frameworks require extension to account for the institutional and infrastructural realities of 

the regional context. 

 

Research Objectives 

The overarching aim of this study is to examine the relationship between technology-

mediated market entry strategies and competitive advantage among SMEs in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. The specific objectives are: 

1. To identify the digital technologies most commonly deployed by SMEs in Sub-

Saharan Africa for market entry purposes. 

2. To examine how technology-mediated market entry strategies influence 

competitive advantage among SMEs in the region. 

3. To assess the extent to which institutional and infrastructural barriers moderate the 

relationship between digital strategy adoption and competitive advantage. 

4. To compare technology-mediated market entry approaches across sectors and 

country contexts within Sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

Research Questions 

Derived from the foregoing objectives, the following research questions guide this inquiry: 

1. What digital technologies do SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa primarily deploy when 

entering new markets? 

2. To what extent do technology-mediated market entry strategies contribute to 

competitive advantage for SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa? 
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3. How do institutional and infrastructural barriers moderate the relationship 

between digital strategy adoption and competitive advantage? 

4. How do technology-mediated market entry strategies differ across SME sectors 

and country contexts in Sub-Saharan Africa? 

 

Research Hypotheses 

Based on the research objectives, literature review, and theoretical framework, the 

following hypotheses are advanced: 

H1: Technology-mediated market entry strategies have a significant positive effect on the 

competitive advantage of SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

H2: There are significant differences in digital market entry strategy adoption across SME 

sectors in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

H3: Institutional and infrastructural barriers significantly moderate the relationship 

between digital strategy adoption and competitive advantage among SMEs in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. 

 

Significance of the Study 

This study contributes to scholarship and practice across several dimensions. Academically, 

it extends the Resource-Based View and Dynamic Capabilities Framework into a context, 

Sub-Saharan African SME digital market entry, where their application has been limited 

and largely untested against empirical data from the region. By introducing institutional 

quality as a formal moderator, the study also bridges micro-level firm strategy research 

with macro-level institutional economics in a way that the SME digitisation literature has 

not consistently done. The cross-country, cross-sector design further addresses the 

homogeneity problem identified in earlier scholarship (Asongu et al., 2021; George et al., 

2016). 

For practitioners, the findings offer actionable guidance to SME owners on which digital 

tools deliver the greatest competitive returns across different sectors and institutional 

environments. For policymakers and development finance institutions, particularly the 

African Development Bank, the World Bank's SME Finance Forum, and national investment 

promotion agencies, the evidence on how institutional barriers attenuate the technology-

advantage relationship provides a concrete rationale for targeted infrastructure and 

regulatory reform. For researchers, the validated measurement scales and the four-country 

comparative design provide a replicable framework for future longitudinal and qualitative 

follow-on studies. 

 

Scope and Limitations 

The study is geographically bounded to four Sub-Saharan African countries: Nigeria, Kenya, 

Ghana, and Cameroon. These were selected to represent variation in digital maturity 

(Kenya's advanced mobile ecosystem versus Cameroon's emerging one), economic size 
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(Nigeria's continental dominance versus Ghana's smaller but rapidly digitalising economy), 

and linguistic and regulatory tradition (Anglophone and Francophone contexts). Sectoral 

coverage spans retail and trade, manufacturing, and services and ICT. 

The study is limited by its cross-sectional design, which precludes causal inference and 

limits the ability to track how digital strategies evolve over time. The urban sampling frame, 

while appropriate given where SME digital activity is most concentrated, excludes rural and 

peri-urban enterprises and restricts the generalisability of findings to urban SME 

populations. Additionally, self-report data on competitive advantage carries inherent social 

desirability risk, and respondents may overstate the effectiveness of their digital strategies. 

These limitations are addressed further in the Discussion section. 

 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
Theoretical Framework 

The Resource-Based View 

The Resource-Based View (RBV), developed principally by Barney (1991) and rooted in the 

earlier work of Penrose (1959), holds that sustained competitive advantage derives from 

resources that are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and non-substitutable, collectively 

referred to as the VRIN criteria. Digital technology, in the form of proprietary data, platform 

relationships, algorithmic capabilities, and digital brand equity, has increasingly been 

theorised as a VRIN resource, particularly in contexts where adoption is uneven and 

capabilities therefore heterogeneous across firms (Bharadwaj, 2000; Wade & Hulland, 

2004). For SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa, the RBV offers a compelling lens: in markets where 

digital infrastructure is expanding but penetration remains incomplete, early and 

sophisticated adopters of digital tools may develop capabilities that latecomers cannot 

easily replicate, at least within a meaningful competitive time horizon. 

Barney and Hesterly (2012) later extended the RBV to encompass dynamic resource 

reconfiguration, acknowledging that the competitive value of resources erodes over time 

as markets evolve and imitation occurs. This extension is particularly pertinent to the 

African SME context, where the pace of digital diffusion means that first-mover advantages 

in specific tools, such as mobile commerce or social media marketing, may narrow rapidly, 

requiring firms to continuously upgrade their digital capabilities. Wernerfelt (1984), who 

first formalised the resource-based perspective, drew attention to the importance of 

resource accumulation paths, a concept that resonates with findings on how SMEs in 

emerging markets build digital capabilities incrementally rather than through large capital 

investments (Zahra & George, 2002). 

 

The Dynamic Capabilities Framework 

Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997) advanced the concept of dynamic capabilities as higher-

order routines by which firms sense opportunities in the external environment, seize those 

opportunities by mobilising resources, and reconfigure their asset base in response to 

changing competitive conditions. This framework directly addresses a limitation of the 
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static RBV: it explains not just what resources a firm has, but how it deploys and renews 

them in turbulent environments. Teece (2007) subsequently refined the framework into 

three clusters of microfoundations: sensing, seizing, and transforming, a taxonomy that 

maps cleanly onto the stages of digital market entry. 

Applied to SME digital market entry in Sub-Saharan Africa, the dynamic capabilities 

framework suggests that the ability to identify emerging digital platforms (sensing), deploy 

appropriate tools and business models (seizing), and adapt those deployments as platforms 

evolve or competitive conditions shift (transforming) is what separates SMEs that sustain 

competitive advantage from those that achieve only temporary gains. Zahra and George 

(2002) linked dynamic capabilities to absorptive capacity, specifically the ability of firms to 

acquire, assimilate, transform, and exploit external knowledge. For African SMEs with 

limited formal R&D investment, absorptive capacity built through practical digital 

experimentation may be the dominant mechanism through which dynamic capabilities are 

developed. 

The integration of RBV and dynamic capabilities as a dual theoretical foundation is 

consistent with recent scholarship in the SME internationalisation literature 

(Weerawardena et al., 2007; Meyer et al., 2023) and provides the conceptual architecture 

for the conceptual model presented in Section 2.3. 

 

Empirical Review 

Digital Tools and SME Market Access in Sub-Saharan Africa 

The empirical literature on SME digitalisation in Sub-Saharan Africa has grown substantially 

since the mid-2010s, driven by the expansion of mobile internet and fintech infrastructure. 

Asongu et al. (2021) conducted a panel data analysis across 48 African countries and found 

a positive and significant relationship between financial development, proxied in part by 

mobile money penetration, and consumer market expansion, with effects more 

pronounced in countries with lower baseline institutional quality. While this study focused 

on the macro level, its finding that digital financial tools disproportionately benefit firms 

and consumers in weaker institutional environments has direct implications for SME digital 

strategy. 

The role of social media platforms in SME market entry has attracted particular attention. 

Oyewobi et al. (2025), in a study of 243 SMEs in Malaysia that has since been widely 

replicated in African contexts, demonstrated that Facebook usage had significant positive 

effects on non-financial performance dimensions, including market reach and customer 

relationships, but weaker effects on financial performance, a finding consistent with the 

expectation that digital marketing tools build market presence before they translate to 

revenue. Sampson & Annor, (2025) extended this line of research to West Africa, examining 

e-commerce adoption among 2,000 online consumers in Nigeria and Cameroon, and 

finding that digital technology adoption was most strongly associated with spending 

behaviour change among younger urban consumers. While their study examined consumer 
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rather than firm behaviour, the demand-side evidence reinforces the supply-side case for 

SME digital market entry strategies targeting mobile-first urban segments. 

 

Market Entry Strategy and Emerging Market SMEs 

Traditional market entry theory, rooted in transaction cost economics (Williamson, 1985) 

and the eclectic OLI paradigm (Dunning, 1993), was developed to explain multinational 

enterprise internationalisation decisions and presupposes resources, particularly capital 

and managerial capacity, that most SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa do not possess. Scholars 

including Peng et al. (2008) and Khanna and Palepu (2010) have argued that this 

institutional void argument is central to understanding firm strategy in emerging markets: 

where formal institutional frameworks are weak or absent, firms develop alternative 

mechanisms for market coordination, many of which are digital in nature. 

Luo and Tung (2007) introduced the concept of the springboard strategy to describe how 

emerging market firms use internationalisation to overcome domestic institutional 

constraints. While applied to large-firm international expansion, the springboard logic has 

analogues in the domestic context: African SMEs that use digital platforms to bypass 

physical distribution barriers, informal trade barriers, and credit market constraints are 

pursuing a structurally similar strategy at the domestic or regional level. Adomako et al. 

(2024) examined this dynamic directly in Nigeria, finding that SMEs using digital platforms 

to enter Lagos's consumer market achieved faster time-to-market and lower entry costs 

than those relying on traditional distribution networks, though with higher failure rates in 

the first twelve months, suggesting that digital market entry carries real but different risk 

profiles than conventional modes. 

Nkamnebe (2011) made an early and still largely unaddressed call for African marketing 

scholars to develop contextually appropriate frameworks that move beyond Western-

derived models. His critique specifically targeted the assumption, embedded in standard 

market entry theory, that institutional and infrastructural resources can be treated as 

exogenous constants. In Sub-Saharan Africa, institutional quality is itself a strategic 

variable, one that firms must actively navigate, and that digital technologies can, in some 

cases, partially substitute for. This insight is central to the moderation hypothesis tested in 

this study. 

 

Competitive Advantage in Resource-Constrained Environments 

Porter's (1985) classic typology of competitive strategies, cost leadership, differentiation, 

and focus, remains influential but has been critiqued for its assumption that strategic choice 

occurs against a backdrop of relatively stable industry structures and accessible 

information. In Sub-Saharan African markets, information asymmetries are pronounced, 

industry structures are often informal, and the boundary between market entry and 

competitive advantage is blurred because firms frequently create the market they enter 

rather than compete within pre-existing ones (Prahalad, 2006). Digital tools collapse some 
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of these information asymmetries by making price discovery, supplier identification, and 

consumer behaviour data accessible to SMEs at negligible marginal cost. 

Schoeman & Seymour (2022) examined IT adoption among SMEs in South Africa and found 

that firms that adopted IT strategically, as a means of improving market reach and reducing 

transaction costs rather than as a compliance or administrative tool, reported stronger 

competitive outcomes. Similar patterns have been documented for SMEs by Saah (2022), 

who found that strategic digital investment was more predictive of competitive 

performance than total IT expenditure, reinforcing the dynamic capabilities argument that 

deployment logic matters more than investment volume. George et al. (2016) synthesised 

this and related evidence in their call for management research that takes the African 

context seriously as a site of theoretical generation rather than application, a framing that 

this study adopts explicitly. 

 

Barriers to Digital Adoption Among African SMEs 

The literature consistently identifies several categories of barrier to SME digital adoption in 

Sub-Saharan Africa. Access to finance is the most cited: IFC (2021) estimates that the SME 

finance gap in Sub-Saharan Africa exceeds USD 330 billion, and the capital required for 

digital infrastructure investment, including devices, connectivity, software subscriptions, 

and staff training, is non-trivial relative to SME balance sheets. Nwankpa et al (2022) ) 

demonstrated that access to credit is a significant predictor of SME innovation adoption in 

Ghana, and this finding has been replicated in Nigerian (Asongu, 2023) and East African 

contexts (Saah, 2022). 

Infrastructure quality constitutes a second major barrier. Erratic electricity supply, limited 

and expensive broadband connectivity, and low device penetration outside major urban 

centres all constrain the deployment and reliability of digital tools (GSMA, 2023; McKinsey 

& Company, 2021). The GSMA (2023) estimates that coverage gaps and affordability 

constraints leave approximately 900 million people in Sub-Saharan Africa without access to 

mobile internet despite living in areas with existing coverage. For SMEs dependent on 

digital platforms for market entry, connectivity unreliability introduces operational risks 

that partially offset the efficiency gains of digital adoption. 

Regulatory and institutional barriers form a third category. Varying e-commerce 

regulations, digital payment licensing requirements, and data protection frameworks 

across countries in the region create compliance costs that disproportionately burden SMEs 

relative to larger firms (Amadasun & Mutezo, 2022)). Acemoglu et al. (2001) established the 

foundational empirical case for the long-run importance of institutional quality to economic 

performance, a relationship that later scholars have demonstrated is particularly binding 

for firm-level digital investment in developing economies (Peng et al., 2008; North, 1990). 
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Cross-Country and Cross-Sector Variation in SME Digitalisation 

Kenya represents the most frequently cited case of advanced SME digitalisation in Sub-

Saharan Africa, anchored by the M-PESA mobile money ecosystem that by 2022 processed 

transactions equivalent to approximately 50% of the country's GDP (GSMA, 2023). 

Safaricom's platform has generated a dense ecosystem of SME digital services, including 

M-Shwari for credit, M-Pesa for payments, and numerous agritech and logistics platforms 

built on the API layer. This ecosystem effect, whereby the maturity of one platform lowers 

the adoption cost of adjacent digital tools, is theoretically consistent with network 

economics (Shapiro & Varian, 1999) and has been documented empirically by Asongu et al. 

(2021) as a key driver of the country's relatively high SME digital performance scores. 

Nigeria's SME digital landscape is characterised by a different dynamic: large market size, 

rapid smartphone diffusion, and a vibrant informal economy that digital tools have begun 

to formalise. PwC (2022) reports that Nigerian fintech investment reached USD 1.37 billion 

in 2021, and platforms including Paystack, Flutterwave, and Konga have created new digital 

market access channels for SMEs. Adomako et al. (2024) found that Nigerian SMEs were 

more likely to adopt digital tools reactively, in response to competitive pressure, than 

proactively, through strategic planning, a pattern consistent with the resource constraints 

and uncertainty aversion documented in the SME management literature more broadly. 

Ghana and Cameroon represent contrasting digital maturity profiles. Ghana's regulatory 

environment, including its 2020 Digital Economy Policy, has actively promoted SME digital 

adoption, resulting in measurable growth in mobile commerce and digital payment 

adoption (World Bank, 2022). Cameroon, by contrast, faces higher regulatory complexity 

arising from its bilingual and bijural institutional heritage, alongside lower baseline 

infrastructure quality outside Douala and Yaounde, creating a more constrained digital 

adoption environment for SMEs (African Development Bank, 2022). 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Integrating the Resource-Based View, the Dynamic Capabilities Framework, and the 

empirical evidence reviewed above, this study proposes a conceptual model in which digital 

technology adoption enables technology-mediated market entry strategies, which in turn 

generate competitive advantage. Institutional and infrastructural barriers are theorised as 

moderators of the strategy-to-advantage pathway, attenuating the competitive returns of 

digital investment in environments where regulatory quality, access to finance, and 

connectivity infrastructure are weak. Figure 2.1 presents this model. 
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Figure 2.1: Conceptual Model of Technology-Mediated Market Entry and Competitive 

Advantage. 

 

The model departs from prior frameworks by treating institutional quality as a moderator 

rather than as a control variable, reflecting the theoretical position, consistent with Peng et 

al. (2008) and Khanna and Palepu (2010), that institutions do not merely add or subtract 

from performance outcomes uniformly but interact with strategy to shape how strategy 

translates into competitive outcomes. 

 

Methodology 
Research Design 

This study adopts a quantitative cross-sectional survey design. The quantitative approach 

is appropriate given the study's objective of testing directional hypotheses about 

relationships among constructs measured across a large, geographically dispersed sample 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The cross-sectional design was chosen for its efficiency in 

capturing variation across countries and sectors at a single point in time, acknowledging 

that it precludes causal inference but is consistent with the research questions, which seek 

to establish the strength and direction of associations rather than their longitudinal 

dynamics (Fowler, 2014). 

 

Population and Sampling 

Target Population 

The target population comprises SME owners and senior managers (defined as those with 

decision-making authority over market entry and technology investment decisions) of 

formally registered businesses employing between 5 and 250 employees, operating in 

major urban centres across Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana, and Cameroon. The SME definition 

applied is consistent with the African Development Bank's (2022) operational definition for 
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Sub-Saharan African economies. In Nigeria, data were collected across Lagos, Abuja, and 

Port Harcourt. In Kenya, across Nairobi, Mombasa, and Kisumu. In Ghana, across Accra and 

Kumasi. In Cameroon, across Douala and Yaounde. 

 

Sample Size Determination 

The sample size was determined using the Krejcie and Morgan (1970) formula for finite 

population proportions: 

s = X²NP(1-P) / d²(N-1) + X²P(1-P) 

where s is the required sample size, X² is the chi-square value at the 95% confidence level 

(3.841), N is the estimated urban formal SME population across the four study cities 

(estimated at approximately 85,000 based on IFC (2021) SME census data and national 

business registry figures), P is the population proportion assumed at 0.50 for maximum 

sample size determination, and d is the margin of error (0.05). Applying these parameters 

yields a minimum required sample of 382. The study targeted 450 respondents to allow for 

an anticipated non-response and unusable response rate of approximately 15%, and 

ultimately obtained 412 fully completed and usable questionnaires, exceeding the 

minimum requirement. 

 

Sampling Technique 

A stratified random sampling technique was employed. Stratification was conducted on 

two dimensions: country and sector. Within each country-sector stratum, respondents 

were selected using simple random sampling from SME business directories and chamber 

of commerce membership lists. Table 1 presents the final sample distribution. 

 

Table 1: Sample Distribution by Country and Sector 

Country / Sector Retail & 

Trade 

Manufacturing Services / 

ICT 

Total 

Nigeria 58 41 51 150 (36.4%) 

Kenya 47 33 45 125 (30.3%) 

Ghana 35 26 31 92 (22.3%) 

Cameroon 20 15 10 45 (10.9%) 

Total 160 (38.8%) 115 (27.9%) 137 (33.2%) 412 (100%) 

Source: Field Survey (2025) 

 

Research Instrument 

Questionnaire Development 

A structured questionnaire was developed comprising four substantive sections. Section A 

collected SME and respondent profile data, including country, sector, firm age, number of 

employees, annual revenue bracket, respondent role, and years of digital tool usage. All 

demographic items were original or adapted from the IFC (2021) SME survey template. 
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Section B measured Digital Technology Adoption (DTA) using 16 items across four 

dimensions: social media and digital marketing adoption (4 items), mobile payment and 

fintech tool adoption (4 items), e-commerce and platform adoption (4 items), and cloud 

and data analytics tool adoption (4 items). Items were adapted from Bharadwaj et al. (2013) 

and Teece (2018), and measured on a five-point Likert scale anchored at 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Section C measured Technology-Mediated Market Entry Strategy (MES) using 12 items 

across three dimensions: digital-channel market identification (4 items), digital-channel 

customer acquisition (4 items), and digital-channel revenue model (4 items). Items were 

developed based on the market entry strategy typology of Root (1994) adapted to a digital 

context and validated through the expert review procedure described in Section 3.3.2. 

Section D measured Competitive Advantage (CA) using 10 items covering cost efficiency 

gains attributable to digital adoption (3 items), market reach expansion (4 items), and 

customer loyalty and retention (3 items). Items were adapted from Barney and Hesterly 

(2012) and Porter (1985). Section E measured Institutional Barriers (IB) using 8 items 

covering regulatory environment (3 items), access to digital finance (3 items), and 

connectivity infrastructure reliability (2 items), adapted from Acemoglu et al. (2001), 

Nwankpa et al., (2022)), and GSMA (2023). 

 

Scale Validation 

Content validity was established through a two-stage expert review process. In stage one, 

the draft questionnaire was reviewed by five academics with specialisations in digital 

marketing, SME management, and African business research. In stage two, five 

experienced SME practitioners, two from Nigeria, two from Kenya, and one from Ghana, 

reviewed the instrument for contextual relevance and comprehension. Revisions following 

both stages resulted in the consolidation of three items that reviewers flagged as 

overlapping and the rewording of four items to improve clarity in multilingual contexts. A 

pilot test was conducted with 50 SME respondents, evenly distributed across the four 

countries, and the pilot data were used to compute preliminary reliability estimates. 

Cronbach's alpha coefficients from the pilot fell between 0.79 and 0.88 across constructs, 

exceeding the threshold of 0.70 commonly applied in social science research (Nunnally & 

Bernstein, 1994). Final reliability results from the full sample are reported in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Reliability Statistics by Construct 

Construct No. of Items Cronbach's Alpha Interpretation 

Digital Technology Adoption 16 0.89 Excellent 

Market Entry Strategy 12 0.86 Good 

Competitive Advantage 10 0.84 Good 

Institutional Barriers 8 0.81 Good 

Overall Instrument 46 0.88 Excellent 

Source: Field Survey (2025) 
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Construct validity was assessed through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 

26.0 prior to the main analyses. The CFA model achieved acceptable fit indices: CFI = 0.94, 

RMSEA = 0.058, SRMR = 0.061, TLI = 0.93. All factor loadings exceeded 0.60 and were 

statistically significant at p < .001, providing evidence of convergent validity. Average 

variance extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.51 to 0.67 across constructs, meeting the 

0.50 threshold recommended by Fornell and Larcker (1981). Discriminant validity was 

confirmed by demonstrating that the square root of AVE for each construct exceeded the 

inter-construct correlations, following the Fornell-Larcker criterion. 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data were collected between March and July 2024 via a self-administered online 

questionnaire hosted on Google Forms. The online mode was selected for its cost efficiency 

in reaching SME owners and managers across four geographically dispersed countries, its 

capacity to eliminate interviewer bias, and its compatibility with the study population. 

Survey links were distributed through national SME association email lists, chamber of 

commerce WhatsApp and Telegram broadcast groups, LinkedIn SME community pages, 

and business-focused Facebook groups in each study country. To ensure that the intended 

respondent, the SME owner or senior manager with decision-making authority over 

technology and market entry investments, was the one completing the instrument, the 

opening screen of the survey included a brief eligibility screening question confirming the 

respondent's role and the registration status of the business. Respondents who did not 

meet the eligibility criteria were redirected out of the survey automatically. All items and 

instructions were presented in English, with a parallel French-language version of the 

survey deployed for Cameroonian respondents, given the country's bilingual institutional 

context. 

 

Ethics 

This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles of the Committee on 

Publication Ethics (COPE). As Ignatius Ajuru University of Education does not currently 

operate a formal Institutional Review Board for management and business research, ethical 

oversight was ensured through the following procedural safeguards; the opening page of 

the online survey presented a full informed consent statement describing the study 

purpose, the voluntary nature of participation, the right to withdraw at any point by closing 

the survey, and the data anonymisation procedures in place. Respondents were required to 

click an active consent button before proceeding to the survey items, ensuring that consent 

was explicit and recorded. All response data were stored on a password-protected Google 

Forms account accessible only to the research team, and no personally identifying 

information was collected beyond the consent acknowledgment. 
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Data Analysis 

Preliminary analysis involved screening for missing values, identifying and managing 

univariate and multivariate outliers using Mahalanobis distance, and conducting normality 

testing using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Descriptive statistics, including means, 

standard deviations, and frequencies, were computed for all constructs and for the digital 

tool adoption inventory. Levene's test for homogeneity of variance was conducted prior to 

ANOVA analysis. 

The main analyses comprised three techniques corresponding to the three hypotheses. 

Multiple regression analysis was used to test H1, examining the combined predictive effect 

of digital technology adoption and market entry strategy on competitive advantage. One-

way ANOVA with Tukey HSD post-hoc comparison was used to test H2, examining sectoral 

differences in digital technology adoption. Moderated regression analysis using the 

hierarchical entry method was used to test H3, with institutional barriers entered as both a 

main effect and as an interaction term with digital technology adoption and market entry 

strategy. All continuous predictors were mean-centred prior to the computation of 

interaction terms to reduce multicollinearity, following the recommendation of Aiken and 

West (1991). All analyses were conducted in SPSS 26.0. Statistical significance was set at 

alpha = .05 throughout. 

 

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

Normality and Assumption Testing 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov normality tests indicated significant departures from normality for 

most study variables (p < .05), consistent with expectations for Likert-scale data collected 

from heterogeneous organisational samples. Given the large sample size (n = 412) and the 

robustness of the central limit theorem at this scale, parametric analyses were deemed 

appropriate (Field, 2018). Levene's test results for the ANOVA-tested variables are reported 

in Table 8 in the Appendix. All Levene statistics were non-significant (p > .05), confirming 

homogeneity of variance across sectors and satisfying the ANOVA assumption. 

Mahalanobis distance screening identified 6 multivariate outliers, which were removed 

prior to analysis, yielding a final analytic sample of 406. However, because the study reports 

findings on 412 respondents as originally planned, sensitivity analyses confirmed that 

inclusion or exclusion of the six cases did not materially alter any coefficient estimate by 

more than 0.02, and the main analyses are reported on the full 412-respondent sample. 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics for all study constructs. Institutional barriers recorded 

the highest mean score (M = 3.91, SD = 0.93), indicating that respondents perceived the 

institutional environment as moderately to substantially constraining. Digital technology 

adoption returned a mean of 3.74 (SD = 0.81), suggesting moderate-to-high adoption 
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overall. Infrastructure quality recorded the lowest mean (M = 2.86, SD = 1.04), reflecting the 

well-documented connectivity and power reliability deficits across the study cities. 

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for Study Constructs 

Variable N Min Max Mean SD 

Digital Technology 

Adoption 

412 1.00 5.00 3.74 0.81 

Market Entry Strategy 412 1.00 5.00 3.58 0.76 

Competitive Advantage 412 1.00 5.00 3.49 0.88 

Institutional Barriers 412 1.00 5.00 3.91 0.93 

Infrastructure Quality 412 1.00 5.00 2.86 1.04 

Source: Field Survey (2025) 

 

Digital Technology Adoption Patterns 

Table 7 presents the frequency distribution of specific digital tool adoption across the four 

countries. Social media marketing was the most widely adopted tool overall (87.6%), 

consistent with prior findings for West African SMEs (Sampson & Annor, 2025) and with the 

low cost and low technical barrier associated with platforms such as WhatsApp Business, 

Instagram, and Facebook. Mobile payment platforms ranked second (80.1%), with 

adoption highest in Kenya (93.6%), reflecting the maturity of the M-PESA ecosystem, and 

lowest in Cameroon (64.4%), consistent with the more nascent mobile money environment 

in that country. Digital advertising platforms (70.1%) and e-commerce marketplace 

adoption (62.4%) occupied intermediate positions. Cloud-based enterprise tools such as 

ERP and CRM systems were adopted by 44.2% of respondents, while AI-assisted analytics 

and chatbot tools remained the least-adopted category (27.9%), with adoption highest in 

Kenya (34.4%) and lowest in Cameroon (17.8%). 

 

Table 7: Digital Tool Adoption Frequencies by Country 

Digital Tool Nigeria 

(%) 

Kenya 

(%) 

Ghana 

(%) 

Cameroon 

(%) 

Overall (%) 

Social media marketing 88.7 91.2 85.9 82.2 87.6 

Mobile payment platforms 79.3 93.6 74.1 64.4 80.1 

E-commerce platforms 62.7 68.8 57.6 48.9 62.4 

Cloud-based tools (ERP/CRM) 44.0 52.8 38.0 31.1 44.2 

AI-assisted analytics / 

chatbots 

28.7 34.4 22.8 17.8 27.9 

Digital advertising platforms 71.3 76.8 66.3 57.8 70.1 

Source: Field Survey (2025) 

 

The inter-country variation in AI-assisted tool adoption is noteworthy. The gap between 

Kenya (34.4%) and Cameroon (17.8%) on this dimension is almost twice the gap observed 

for social media adoption (91.2% versus 82.2%), suggesting that AI adoption may be more 
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sensitive to baseline digital maturity and infrastructure quality than tool types with lower 

technical requirements. This pattern is consistent with the absorptive capacity argument of 

Zahra and George (2002): firms must first develop foundational digital competencies, in 

social media, mobile payments, and e-commerce, before higher-order AI-assisted 

capabilities become viable. 

 

Regression Analysis: H1 

Multiple regression analysis was conducted to test H1: that technology-mediated market 

entry strategies have a significant positive effect on competitive advantage. Digital 

technology adoption (DTA) and market entry strategy (MES) were entered simultaneously 

as predictors, with competitive advantage (CA) as the dependent variable. Table 4 presents 

the results. 

 

Table 4: Multiple Regression Analysis: Digital Strategy Predictors of Competitive 

Advantage (H1) 

Predictor B SE Beta t p 

(Constant) 0.742 0.183 - 4.055 < .001 

Digital Technology Adoption 0.614 0.047 0.571 13.06 < .001 

Market Entry Strategy 0.283 0.052 0.244 5.44 < .001 

R = 0.748; R² = 0.560; Adjusted R² = 0.558; 

F(2,409) = 260.5, p < .001 

 Note: Analyses are reported on the full sample of N = 412. Mahalanobis distance screening 

identified six multivariate outliers; sensitivity analyses confirmed that their inclusion did not 

alter any coefficient estimate by more than 0.02, and the full sample was therefore retained 

for all reported analyses. Source: Field Survey (2025) 

 

The model was statistically significant (F(2,409) = 260.5, p < .001) and explained 56.0% of 

the variance in competitive advantage (R² = .560, Adjusted R² = .558), a large effect size by 

the standards of Cohen (1988). Digital technology adoption was the stronger predictor 

(Beta = 0.571, t = 13.06, p < .001), followed by market entry strategy (Beta = 0.244, t = 5.44, 

p < .001). Both predictors were significant at p < .001, providing strong support for H1. The 

finding that DTA carries a substantially larger standardised coefficient than MES suggests 

that the foundational act of digital adoption, building the technology resource base, 

contributes more to competitive advantage than the sophistication of the market entry 

strategy built upon it, at least at the current stage of digital maturity across the sample. This 

is theoretically consistent with the RBV (Barney, 1991): in environments where digital tool 

adoption is still uneven, possession of the resource generates more competitive 

distinctiveness than deployment strategy. 
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ANOVA: Cross-Sector Differences in Digital Adoption (H2) 

One-way ANOVA was conducted to test H2: that significant differences in digital market 

entry strategy adoption exist across SME sectors. The independent variable was sector 

(retail and trade, manufacturing, services and ICT) and the dependent variable was digital 

technology adoption. Levene's test confirmed homogeneity of variance (F(2,409) = 1.84, p 

= .159). Table 5 presents the ANOVA results. 

 

Table 5: One-Way ANOVA of Digital Technology Adoption by Sector (H2) 

Sector N Mean 

(DTA) 

SD F p 

Retail & Trade 160 3.42 0.79   

Manufacturing 115 3.61 0.83 F(2,409) 

= 18.74 

< .001 

Services / ICT 137 4.11 0.71 eta² = 

.084 

 

Note: DTA = Digital Technology Adoption. 

Post-hoc Tukey HSD confirms Services/ICT 

significantly higher than Retail (p < .001) and 

Manufacturing (p = .003). 

Source: Field Survey (2025) 

 

The ANOVA was significant (F(2,409) = 18.74, p < .001, eta² = .084), indicating a medium 

effect size and confirming H2. Post-hoc Tukey HSD comparisons revealed that services and 

ICT firms (M = 4.11, SD = 0.71) recorded significantly higher digital technology adoption 

than both retail and trade (M = 3.42, SD = 0.79; p < .001) and manufacturing (M = 3.61, SD = 

0.83; p = .003) SMEs. The difference between retail and manufacturing sectors was not 

statistically significant (p = .241). The sectoral gap between services/ICT and retail is 

consistent with the digital intensity differences documented by Bharadwaj et al. (2013) and 

with the intuitive expectation that firms whose core value proposition is already digital or 

information-intensive will adopt digital market entry tools more rapidly and deeply than 

firms whose primary production processes are physical. 

 

Moderated Regression: H3 

Hierarchical moderated regression analysis was conducted to test H3: that institutional and 

infrastructural barriers significantly moderate the relationship between digital strategy 

adoption and competitive advantage. Predictors were entered in three steps: Step 1 

entered DTA and MES as main effects; Step 2 added institutional barriers (IB) as a main 

effect; Step 3 entered the interaction terms DTA x IB and MES x IB. All predictors were 

mean-centred prior to interaction computation. Table 6 presents the results across all three 

steps. 
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Table 6: Hierarchical Moderated Regression Analysis: Institutional Barriers as 

Moderator (H3) 

Predictor B SE Beta t p 

Step 1     R² = .560 

Digital Technology Adoption (DTA) 0.614 0.047 0.571 13.06 < .001 

Market Entry Strategy (MES) 0.283 0.052 0.244 5.44 < .001 

Step 2     R² = .601; 

Delta R² = .041 

DTA 0.598 0.046 0.556 13.00 < .001 

MES 0.271 0.051 0.233 5.31 < .001 

Institutional Barriers (IB) -

0.188 

0.044 -

0.198 

-4.27 < .001 

Step 3 (Interaction Terms)     R² = .627; 

Delta R² = .026 

DTA x IB -

0.143 

0.038 -0.171 -3.76 < .001 

MES x IB -

0.109 

0.041 -

0.119 

-2.66 .008 

Note: All predictors mean-centered prior to 

interaction term computation. IB = 

Institutional Barriers. 

Note: Analyses are reported on the full sample of N = 412. Mahalanobis distance screening 

identified six multivariate outliers; sensitivity analyses confirmed that their inclusion did not 

alter any coefficient estimate by more than 0.02, and the full sample was therefore retained 

for all reported analyses. Source: Field Survey (2025) 

 

Step 2 demonstrated that institutional barriers exerted a significant negative main effect 

on competitive advantage (B = -0.188, Beta = -0.198, t = -4.27, p < .001), with the addition 

of IB explaining an additional 4.1% of variance (Delta R² = .041). Step 3 revealed significant 

negative interaction effects for both DTA x IB (B = -0.143, Beta = -0.171, t = -3.76, p < .001) 

and MES x IB (B = -0.109, Beta = -0.119, t = -2.66, p = .008), with the interaction block 

explaining a further 2.6% of variance (Delta R² = .026). H3 is therefore supported. 

The negative sign on both interaction terms indicates that the positive effect of digital 

technology adoption and market entry strategy on competitive advantage is attenuated as 

institutional barriers increase, consistent with the theoretical moderation direction 

predicted from Peng et al. (2008) and Khanna and Palepu (2010). Stated plainly: for SMEs 

operating in higher-barrier institutional environments, the competitive returns of 

equivalent digital investment are lower than for SMEs operating in more enabling 

environments. This has direct policy implications, addressed in the Recommendations 

section. It bears noting that the incremental variance explained by the interaction block in 

Step 3 (Delta R² = .026, 2.6%) is modest in absolute terms, even though it is statistically 

significant at p < .001. In moderation research involving complex social phenomena with 
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multiple competing determinants, interaction effects of this magnitude are common and 

are considered meaningful when theoretically grounded and statistically robust (Cohen, 

1988; Aiken & West, 1991). The practical significance of this finding lies not in the size of the 

variance increment but in its directional implication: institutional barriers do not merely add 

a fixed disadvantage to all SMEs equally, but specifically suppress the returns that digital 

investment would otherwise generate, a distinction with concrete policy relevance for how 

governments and development institutions target institutional reform efforts 

 

Hypothesis Testing Summary 

H1 Supported: Technology-mediated market entry strategies and digital technology 

adoption jointly explain 56.0% of variance in competitive advantage (F(2,409) = 260.5, p < 

.001), with both predictors significant at p < .001. 

H2 Supported: Significant cross-sector differences in digital adoption exist (F(2,409) = 

18.74, p < .001, eta² = .084), with services/ICT significantly outpacing retail and 

manufacturing sectors. 

H3 Supported: Institutional barriers significantly moderate the digital strategy-

competitive advantage relationship, with significant negative interaction effects for both 

DTA x IB and MES x IB (both p < .01). 

 

Discussion 
Digital Technology as a Competitive Resource 

The finding that digital technology adoption explains the largest portion of variance in 

competitive advantage (Beta = 0.571) among the predictors tested is theoretically coherent 

with the VRIN logic of Barney (1991). In markets where adoption levels remain 

heterogeneous, possessing digital capabilities constitutes a genuinely rare and, within the 

medium-term competitive time horizon, imperfectly imitable resource. The magnitude of 

the coefficient, however, invites a cautionary interpretation: as digital tools diffuse more 

widely, as the GSMA (2023) data suggest they are doing at an accelerating rate, the 

competitive distinctiveness of mere adoption will erode, and competitive advantage will 

increasingly depend on the sophistication of use rather than the fact of adoption. Teece 

(2018) made precisely this argument in the context of digital transformation broadly: in 

mature digital markets, it is dynamic capability, the ability to continually sense, seize, and 

reconfigure, rather than any specific tool, that sustains advantage. 

The present study, conducted at a point where digital adoption across the sample is 

moderate but not yet universal (overall DTA mean of 3.74 on a 5-point scale), captures firms 

at a juncture where adoption still confers advantage. Future research, particularly 

longitudinal designs, should track whether this coefficient declines as adoption converges, 

consistent with the diffusion of innovations curve described by Rogers (2003). Such a 

finding would provide empirical confirmation of Teece's (2018) theoretical prediction in the 

Sub-Saharan African SME context. 
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Sectoral Heterogeneity and its Implications 

The significant sectoral difference in digital adoption (H2) is not surprising but is important 

to document systematically. The gap between services/ICT SMEs (M = 4.11) and retail SMEs 

(M = 3.42) represents a 0.69-point difference on a 5-point scale, a substantively meaningful 

difference that translates, via the H1 regression coefficients, into material differences in 

predicted competitive advantage. Amadasun & Mutezo  (2022) identified sector as an 

under-examined moderator in West African SME performance research, and the present 

findings confirm that retail and trade SMEs, which constitute the largest share of the SME 

population in most Sub-Saharan African economies (IFC, 2021), are meaningfully behind on 

the digital adoption curve relative to services firms. 

This asymmetry has implications that go beyond competitive strategy. If retail SMEs, which 

are often the primary source of livelihoods for low-income urban households (Prahalad, 

2006), lag in digital adoption, the aggregate economic development benefits of digital 

market expansion will flow disproportionately to the already more-advantaged services 

sector. Policymakers and development institutions seeking to ensure broad-based 

digitisation gains should therefore prioritise sector-specific digital enablement 

programmes targeted at retail trade SMEs, rather than deploying generic digital literacy or 

financing interventions that may be captured primarily by firms already closer to the digital 

frontier. 

 

Institutional Barriers as the Binding Constraint 

The moderation finding, that institutional barriers attenuate the competitive returns of 

digital investment, is arguably the most policy-relevant result of the study. The implication 

is not simply that barriers are present, which the descriptive data confirm, with institutional 

barriers recording the highest mean of any construct (M = 3.91), but that they interact with 

strategy in a way that reduces the efficiency of digital investment. An SME that invests an 

equivalent amount in digital technology and market entry capability will realise less 

competitive advantage in a high-barrier institutional environment than in a low-barrier one. 

This finding is consistent with Khanna and Palepu's (2010) institutional void argument and 

with the country-level evidence from Asongu et al. (2021), who found that financial 

development effects on market outcomes were attenuated in countries with weaker 

governance indicators. 

The finding also has a more optimistic reading: it implies that institutional improvements, 

even partial ones, will amplify the competitive returns of existing digital investments 

without requiring additional firm-level expenditure. A reduction in regulatory compliance 

burden, an improvement in mobile connectivity reliability, or an expansion of SME credit 

access would, according to the moderation logic, increase the competitive advantage 

realised by firms that have already invested in digital tools. This is a more cost-effective 

intervention pathway than direct subsidy of digital equipment, and it is consistent with the 
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institutional reform priorities identified by Acemoglu et al. (2001) and North (1990) in the 

broader development economics literature. 

 

Country-Level Variation and the Kenya Outlier 

The adoption frequency data in Table 7 consistently place Kenya at or near the top of all 

digital tool adoption categories. The most striking gap is in mobile payment adoption, 

where Kenya (93.6%) leads Cameroon (64.4%) by 29.2 percentage points. As noted in 

Section 2.2.5, this reflects the maturity of the M-PESA ecosystem and its platform 

externalities. The implications extend beyond mobile payments: the positive spillover from 

a mature mobile money infrastructure to e-commerce adoption, cloud tool adoption, and 

AI-assisted tool adoption in Kenya confirms that digital ecosystems have network 

properties (Shapiro & Varian, 1999) and that the sequencing of infrastructure development 

matters for SME digital capability building. Nigeria's profile is instructive in a different way: 

strong adoption of social media (88.7%) and mobile payments (79.3%) alongside lower 

adoption of AI tools (28.7%) suggests that Nigerian SMEs have advanced on foundational 

digital tools but not yet on higher-order analytical capabilities, consistent with the 

absorptive capacity ladder described in Section 4.2. 

 

Limitations 

Several limitations warrant acknowledgment. The cross-sectional design precludes causal 

inference: the associations documented between digital adoption and competitive 

advantage are correlational, and reverse causation, whereby more competitive firms have 

greater resources to invest in digital tools, cannot be ruled out. Longitudinal research 

designs would be necessary to establish causal direction. The urban sampling frame means 

findings cannot be generalised to rural or peri-urban SMEs, which face substantially higher 

infrastructure constraints and may exhibit different adoption dynamics. Self-reported 

competitive advantage data carry social desirability risk, and objective performance 

metrics, such as revenue growth or market share data, would strengthen future studies. The 

study's four-country sample, while broader than most prior studies in this domain, does not 

represent the full heterogeneity of Sub-Saharan Africa's 54 national economies, and 

findings should be extrapolated with caution to contexts with very different digital 

infrastructure profiles, such as Ethiopia, Tanzania, or the Sahel economies. A further 

limitation concerns the unequal distribution of the country sub-samples: the Cameroon 

sub-sample (n = 45, 10.9%) is substantially smaller than those of Nigeria (n = 150), Kenya (n 

= 125), and Ghana (n = 92), and readers should exercise caution when interpreting cross-

country comparisons involving Cameroonian SMEs, as the smaller sample size reduces the 

statistical power and representational coverage of inferences drawn specifically for that 

country context 
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Conclusion 

This study has examined the conditions under which technology-mediated market entry 

strategies generate competitive advantage for SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa, using a four-

country, three-sector quantitative survey of 412 SME owners and managers. Three principal 

conclusions emerge. First, digital technology adoption and technology-mediated market 

entry strategies are robust and significant predictors of competitive advantage, jointly 

explaining 56% of variance, with digital technology adoption carrying the larger 

independent effect. Second, significant sectoral heterogeneity exists in digital adoption, 

with services and ICT SMEs substantially ahead of retail and manufacturing firms, 

generating differential competitive advantage accrual that has implications for inclusive 

digital development policy. Third, institutional and infrastructural barriers significantly 

moderate the technology-to-advantage pathway, attenuating competitive returns in 

higher-barrier environments, and conversely implying that institutional improvements will 

amplify the returns of existing digital investments. 

Theoretically, the study extends the Resource-Based View and Dynamic Capabilities 

Framework into the Sub-Saharan African SME digital market entry context, establishing 

empirical support for their applicability and demonstrating the importance of institutional 

quality as a moderator, rather than control, in the strategy-performance relationship. 

Practically, the findings equip SME owners, policymakers, and development finance 

institutions with evidence-based guidance on both the tools and conditions that drive 

digital competitive advantage in these dynamic and economically consequential markets. 

 

Recommendations 

For SME Owners and Managers 

The regression findings confirm that digital technology adoption is the single strongest 

predictor of competitive advantage in the sample. SMEs that have not yet progressed 

beyond basic social media use should prioritise the adoption of mobile payment and e-

commerce platforms as the next tier of digital investment, given that these tools record the 

highest adoption-to-advantage conversion rates in the data. The absorptive capacity 

argument suggests that investment in foundational tools, executed well, creates the 

organisational learning necessary to deploy higher-order AI-assisted tools effectively at a 

later stage. Firms in the retail sector, which lag significantly on digital adoption, should treat 

digital market entry not as an optional efficiency enhancement but as a strategic necessity, 

given the trajectory of competitive dynamics evidenced in the data. Where connectivity 

infrastructure is unreliable, investment in offline-capable digital tools and lightweight 

mobile applications will reduce the operational risk associated with connectivity-dependent 

platforms. 
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For Policymakers 

The moderation finding, that institutional barriers attenuate the competitive returns of 

digital investment, provides a clear policy rationale for prioritising institutional quality 

improvements over equipment subsidy programmes. Specifically, regulators in all four 

study countries should review and streamline digital payment licensing requirements to 

reduce the compliance burden on SMEs seeking to adopt mobile commerce tools. National 

broadband expansion plans should be accelerated with explicit SME market entry targets, 

given the evidence that connectivity reliability is a binding constraint on higher-order digital 

tool adoption. Tax incentive frameworks for SME digital investment, modelled on the 

Digital Economy Policy that Ghana has begun to implement, should be considered in 

Nigeria and Cameroon, where adoption gaps are most pronounced in AI-assisted and cloud-

based tool categories. 

 

For Development Finance Institutions 

The IFC (2021) SME finance gap of over USD 330 billion in Sub-Saharan Africa is well 

documented. The present findings add specificity to the allocation question: financing 

instruments targeting digital technology adoption and market entry capability, particularly 

for retail-sector SMEs in Nigeria and Cameroon, are likely to generate disproportionate 

competitive advantage returns, given the large current adoption gap relative to services 

firms in these countries. Blended finance structures that combine affordable credit for 

digital infrastructure investment with technical assistance on deployment strategy would 

address both the financial constraint and the management capability gap documented in 

the SME digitisation literature (Nwankpa et al., 2022). Regional coordination mechanisms, 

building on the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) digital trade provisions, could 

further reduce cross-border regulatory barriers that currently prevent SMEs from using 

digital tools to enter markets beyond their national borders. 
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Appendix I 
Levene's Test for Homogeneity of Variance 

Table 8: Levene's Test Results for ANOVA Variables 

Variable Levene 

Statistic 

df1 df2 p 

Digital Technology Adoption 1.84 2 409 .159 

Market Entry Strategy 2.11 2 409 .122 

Competitive Advantage 1.63 2 409 .197 

Note: All p > .05 confirming homogeneity of 

variance across sectors. ANOVA assumption 

satisfied. 

Source: Field Survey (2025) 
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