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[bookmark: _Toc235103468]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc235103469]Background to the Study 
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for over 99% of the total number of businesses and contribute around 60% of private-sector jobs across OECD economies, with their sustainable growth crucial for economic development (OECD, 2019). However, despite their economic importance, many SMEs still have a shortage of resources, lack of marketing knowledge, and are facing growing competition in the fast-changing digital value market (Thy, 2026). Therefore, SMEs need to develop their digital marketing skills to better engage customers, streamline processes and ensure business growth. Recent studies show that digitalisation can help SMEs become more competitive, by providing access to new markets, streamlining internal operations, and strengthening their resilience (Asa, Nautwima and Johannes, 2026).
Artificial Intelligence (AI) based marketing automation is a game-changing technology that can automate mundane marketing tasks, provide personalized customer services, process consumer data in real-time and aid evidence-based marketing decision making (Tochukwu et al., 2024). Marketing-related applications are the most widespread among SMEs, and just a small fraction of businesses have reached the higher levels of AI integration, suggesting that there is still much potential to be harnessed, according to Boonmee, Mangkalakeeree and Jeong (2025). Likewise, in the UK, there is a lack of advanced technological adoption with many SMEs having basic digital skills but lacking in marketing innovation powered by AI (OECD, 2026).
While previous research has focused on AI adoption or digital transformation of SMEs, there is little research that has specifically investigated how AI-driven marketing automation will enhance digital marketing capabilities, which will then drive the growth in SMEs. This is becoming ever more relevant in an increasingly digital world and digitally dense markets, as SMEs are looking for scalable and cost-effective technologies that can enhance competitiveness and marketing performance to foster business growth.
[bookmark: _Toc235103470]Research Problem 
While investment in AI technologies continues to grow, many SMEs find it hard to put such AI-driven marketing automation into practice and increase their digital marketing capabilities and sustain their growth (OECD, 2026). Previous studies have focused on either AI adoption or digital transformation, with limited research that provides insight into the relationship between AI-powered marketing automation and the enhancement of marketing capabilities leading to better performance among SMEs (Hokmabadi et al., 2025; Rosário and Raimundo, 2025). This lack of knowledge is an obstacle to evidence-based strategic decision making.
[bookmark: _Toc235103471]Research Aim 
The aim is to investigate the role of AI-driven marketing automation in developing digital marketing capabilities and driving SME growth through a structured review of existing academic research.
[bookmark: _Toc235103472]Research Objectives
· To examine current uses of AI-driven marketing automation in SMEs.
· To identify the digital marketing capabilities developed through AI adoption.
· To analyse the relationship between these capabilities and SME growth.
· To identify key barriers and success factors affecting adoption.
· To highlight gaps in existing research and suggest future research directions.
[bookmark: _Toc235103473]Research Question
How does AI-driven marketing automation contribute to the development of digital marketing capabilities and support SME growth?
[bookmark: _Toc235103474]Research Significance 
The study aids the literature on artificial intelligence, digital marketing and SME development by integrating the current evidence on the connection between AI-based marketing automation and digital marketing capabilities and business growth. These results are expected to provide practical implications to owners and marketing managers of SMEs and policymakers who wish to enhance marketing activities’ effectiveness and competitiveness. The study is important in terms of research, as it combines these concepts into one evidence-based qualitative framework for future research and decision making.
[bookmark: _Toc235103475]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc235103476]AI-Driven Marketing Automation 
Marketing automation using AI involves the use of tools like machine learning, predictive analytics, chatbots and generative AI to automate customer segmentation, content creation, campaign optimization and personalized communication. Paul, Imam and Mou (2023) state that AI enhances marketing responsiveness by analysing customer data and providing real-time insights throughout the customer journey. Their general conceptual analysis, however, tends to focus on bigger firms' uses and offers little proof as to whether similar benefits can be achieved by resource limited SMEs. Sánchez, Calderón and Herrera (2025) also note efficiency, innovation and better decision-making as significant benefits of SME AI adoption but indicate that often they are not systematically integrated, but rather disjointed. Conversely, Mugisha, Adyanga and Ocan (2025) points out that the lack of infrastructure, financial limitations, and limited technical know-how hinder SMEs in leveraging AI investments to drive organizational value. Furthermore, cross-sectional evidence from Francesconi and Tanda (2024) shows positive relationship between AI adoption and SME innovation, which might overstate the benefits as performance perceptions are self-reported and cannot prove causality in the long run. So, AI-powered automation should not be seen as a guaranteed growth catalyst; it is a tool that is as effective as the data it feeds on, the expertise of its employees, and the readiness of the organisation and its marketing strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc235103477]Digital Marketing Capabilities in SMEs 
The term “digital marketing capabilities” refers to the ability of an SME to exploit digital technologies, customer information and online channels to identify market opportunities, engage customers, and adapt marketing activities (Peter and Vecchia, 2020). Sharabati et al. (2024) revealed that factors such as social media marketing, online advertising, search-engine optimisation and digital customer engagement have a positive impact on SME performance. Nonetheless, since their sample of 190 marketing companies was highly local and very much trained on companies within the same sector, it becomes difficult to generalise the findings to other SMEs with heterogeneous levels of digital maturity. This argument is further developed by Noer et al. (2025) as digital marketing capabilities are considered as dynamic capabilities that enable SMEs to sense customer changes, seize opportunities and reconfigure marketing resources. Nevertheless, their systematic review reveals that there is a lack of consistency in the definition of the term and in studies' approaches to measurement, and this makes it hard to compare studies. Jie, Gooi and Lou (2025) also show how digital maturity improves dynamic capabilities and innovation performance, albeit with Chinese high-technology SMEs, which might be more of a blessing to traditional and micro-enterprises. However, González-Varona et al. (2021) state that technology alone is not enough as organisational learning and knowledge development are crucial to the process of making digital tools sustainable capabilities. They did have only six participants on their expert sample, however, which was very limited in terms of empirical breadth. Overall, the findings indicate that digital marketing skills are essential to see the value of digital marketing capabilities, but they must be supported by skills, learning and strategic integration.
[bookmark: _Toc235103478]AI Marketing Automation and SME Growth 
The evidence of AI-driven marketing automation is growing, and the impact it can have on the growth of an SME is unmistakable: it helps to boost marketing efficiency, engage customers and inform strategic decisions. Dwivedi et al. (2023) suggest that AI can help companies improve their marketing efforts by using predictive analytics, personalised communication, and automated campaign management, which can enhance their competitive performance. But their conceptual review draws on different type of organisations, and there is little empirical evidence on SMEs. In line with this, Yesuf and Fields (2025) state that AI use can positively impact SME innovation and organisational performance through its facilitation of data-driven decision-making. However, the study is based on cross-sectional survey data and self-reported measures and the causal conclusions drawn are only limitedly supported by the data, and self-reported measures may overestimate performance improvement. OECD (2026), on the other hand, argues that while AI holds immense potential for improving SME productivity and growth, the low level of adoption is due to financial constraints, lack of digital infrastructure, and scarcity of AI-related skills. In addition, Perifanis (2023) showed that investments in AI are not sufficient to create business growth unless organisations have the necessary complementary digital capacities and leadership. Overall, these studies concur that AI marketing automation has the potential to support SME development, but the specific circumstances that are necessary for this to happen vary across the studies. This indicates that digital marketing capabilities could be a vital tool to connect AI powered marketing automation with sustainable SME growth.
[bookmark: _Toc235103479]Research Gap 
While previous research acknowledges the strategic value of AI-powered marketing automation, many studies focus on the adoption of AI, digital transformation or SME performance in isolation. Past studies have mainly examined large companies, particular AI technologies, or general digitalisation, without offering much insight into how AI-powered marketing automation fosters digital marketing skills that, in turn, drive SME growth (Jie, Gooi and Lou, 2025; Noer et al., 2025). Furthermore, a significant number of empirical studies utilize the cross-sectional survey design, which provides insight into the overall scope of strategic mechanisms conducive to capability development (Mugisha, Adyanga and Ocan, 2025; Sharabati et al., 2024). Thus, it is necessary to perform a comprehensive qualitative synthesis that will facilitate the integration of existing evidence and explain the relation between AI-based marketing automation and digital marketing capabilities and sustainable growth of SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc235103480]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc235103481]Research Philosophy 
This research approach is interpretivist, since it aims to convey the explanation of how the available evidence can explain the role of AI created marketing automation in the development of digital marketing capabilities and the growth of SMEs. Interpretivism is suitable for qualitative studies because it is helpful to interpret meanings, experiences and contextual relationships and not measure objective causal relationships (Lim, 2024). This is a philosophical outlook that is congruent with the exploratory intent of the study.
[bookmark: _Toc235103482]Research Approach 
Inductive approach will be used since the research is intended to provide general insights from the literature and not test the hypothesis. By means of induction, researchers can determine common themes and gain conceptual understanding from several sources, which makes it an appropriate method for synthesizing qualitative evidence (Cleland, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc235103483]Research Design 
The qualitative secondary research approach for this study is to conduct an extended literature review and to perform a systematic literature search to identify, critically evaluate and synthesise published academic literature and authoritative industry reports relevant to the research questions (Booth et al., 2021). An extended literature review aims to compare the evidence, and to identify methodological flaws and research gaps rather than an ordinary literature review which does not. This design offers in-depth information without the associated time, expense and accessibility issues associated with primary data collection (Ruggiano and Perry, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc235103484]Data Collection 
The databases used for the identification of literature will be Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, SpringerLink and Wiley Online Library. Studies published from 2016 to 2026 will be prioritised and seminal works will be included as needed to provide theoretical grounding (Ruggiano and Perry, 2019).
The titles and abstracts of the retrieved studies will be screened with the predefined inclusion criteria after removing duplicate studies. The potentially relevant articles will then be fully text reviewed for inclusion in the extended literature review (Bisby et al., 2022). A PRISMA 2020 flow diagram representing the process of literature identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion will be used for displaying the literature selection process in a transparent, systematic and reproducible manner (Page et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235103485]Sampling Strategy (Literature Selection) 
The purposive sampling will be used to select literature that directly relates to AI-driven marketing automation, digital marketing capabilities and SME growth. Studies will be included based on predefined inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed published studies, English language, relevance to the research objectives, publication between 2016 and 2026. Studies that do not address AI-driven marketing automation, digital marketing capabilities or SME growth will be excluded. This approach provides for the incorporation of relevant evidence and quality of evidence (Ames, Glenton and Lewin, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc235103486]Data Analysis (Thematic Analysis) 
Evidence extracted from the selected studies will first be organised within an evidence matrix before being coded and synthesised into themes. Braun and Clarke (2022) thematic analysis framework will be employed in analysing the collected literature. This approach is suitable for identifying, organising and interpreting recurring themes from various sources in a systematic way. The analysis will consist of familiarization with the literature, initial coding, theme development, theme refinement, theme definition and final interpretation. Thematic analysis is well known for its flexibility and the potential of gaining meaning from qualitative data and is particularly appropriate for secondary documentary analysis exploring complex organisational phenomena (Braun and Clarke, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc235103487]Trustworthiness and Quality 
Evidence will be drawn from a variety of high-quality academic publications and reputable institutional reports, and the findings will be compared critically to reinforce the credibility of the findings. The dependability and confirmability will be enhanced by the clear selection of literature, analysis and consistent use of the predetermined research procedures (Lincoln and Guba, 1986).
[bookmark: _Toc235103488]Ethical Considerations 
There are little to no ethical risks as it is a study of secondary sources that are made public. Accurate UWTSD Harvard referencing, objective interpretation and avoiding plagiarism and data misrepresentation will ensure academic integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc235103489]Expected Findings 
The study results are expected to reveal that marketing automation powered by AI can indirectly contribute to SME growth by improving the digital marketing landscape, such as customer engagement, data-driven decision making, and marketing efficiency. In addition, companies with more digital competencies are expected to gain more from the use of AI than companies with less digital maturity. The results will have theoretical significance, as they will be combined concepts in a single framework, and practical significance for SME managers and policy makers, as the conclusions will be provided based on empirical evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235103490]Limitations 
The study limitations stem from its reliance on secondary qualitative data, suggesting that its results depend on the availability and quality of the literature used. Limiting research papers to English language articles from 2020 to 2026 may miss out on earlier studies or non-English language articles. Moreover, conclusions might not be generalisable as previous studies may have included different research contexts or applied different research methodologies or SME characteristics.
[bookmark: _Toc235103491]Timeframe 
The research will be undertaken following a research plan, which includes the topic approval, literature review, proposal, data collection, thematic analysis, dissertation, revision and final submission. The proposed research schedule is shown below as a Gantt chart.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Proposed Gantt Chart
[bookmark: _Toc235103492]Conclusion 
This proposal will use a qualitative secondary research approach to explore the role of AI-based marketing automation in enhancing digital marketing skills and fostering the growth of SMEs. The study will fill a critical gap in the current literature, providing valuable theoretical insights and practical recommendations for SMEs looking to improve their competitiveness using AI-driven marketing strategies.
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