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[bookmark: _Toc217025518][bookmark: _Toc217025949]1.Abstract
This systematic literature analysis systematically evaluates the impact of digital readiness on improving market access and growth performance of women-owned small businesses (WSEs) in Bangladesh (a2i, 2023; Bangladesh Bank, 2023). The analysis of 112 sources from 2019-2024 indicates that digital readiness, defined as a multidimensional construct that includes technological infrastructure, digital skills, strategic orientation, and organisational adaptability (Tornatzky & Fleischer, 1990; Teece et al., 1997), significantly impacts the business outcomes of WSEs. Despite Bangladesh's rapid digital advancement, women-led small enterprises encounter enduring gender-specific obstacles such as inadequate digital literacy, societal limitations, financial marginalisation, and infrastructural deficiencies (GSMA, 2023; Chowdhury & Hossain, 2023; Nargis & Mahmud, 2023; Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022). Digital instruments such as social commerce platforms, mobile financial services, and e-commerce exhibit the capacity to improve market access yet, their efficacy is contingent upon supplementary investments and ecosystem support (Akhter & Islam, 2021; Karim & Hasan, 2023; Santoro et al., 2023). The study highlights several research deficiencies: inadequate focus on intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991), a lack of longitudinal studies (Rahman et al., 2023), and a paucity of context-sensitive frameworks (Gökalp & Martinez, 2021). Three study avenues are suggested: the creation of gender-sensitive digital readiness assessment instruments (Ahmed & Karim, 2023), the execution of longitudinal mixed-methods investigations (Lehmann & Pfister, 2025), and the evaluation of ecosystem support frameworks (Santoro et al., 2023). Theoretical contributions amalgamate digital transformation with feminist entrepreneurship theories (Brush et al., 2009), whilst practical consequences provide evidence-based policy suggestions (OECD, 2021).
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[bookmark: _Toc217025520][bookmark: _Toc217025951]2.1   Background and Context
The global digital revolution has fundamentally altered business environments, generating both unparalleled potential and novel forms of exclusion for small and medium-sized firms (SMEs) (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). In emerging economies such as Bangladesh, digital technologies provide possible avenues to surmount conventional obstacles to market access, expansion, and competitiveness (Zheng et al., 2018). The Digital Bangladesh initiative, initiated in 2009, has facilitated substantial advancements in digital infrastructure, with mobile internet penetration reaching 52% and mobile financial service users surpassing 75 million by 2023 (BTRC, 2023; Bangladesh Bank, 2023). These improvements have fostered a more favourable climate for digital entrepreneurship, especially in metropolitan areas (Hasan et al., 2022). 

In this digital shift, women-owned small businesses (WSEs) provide a vital component for equitable economic growth (Beck et al., 2005). The Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (2022) reports that women own around 18.5% of all SMEs in the nation, considerably impacting job creation, poverty alleviation, and women's economic empowerment (BRAC Institute of Governance and Development, 2023). WSEs have specific problems that hinder their development potential, such as limited access to formal financing, mobility restrictions, sociocultural obstacles, and inadequate business networks (Berger & Udell, 2006). The existing conventional barriers are exacerbated by the burgeoning digital gap, resulting in a doubly exclusionary mechanism that jeopardises the position of women entrepreneurs in the swiftly digitising economy (GSMA, 2023). 

Digital readiness, defined as an enterprise's ability to efficiently embrace, adapt, and use digital technology for business enhancement, is a vital factor in determining whether WSEs can capitalise on digital possibilities or experience increased marginalisation (Kraus et al., 2022). Although considerable research has been conducted on digital transformation in SMEs (Ferreira et al., 2023), there is a paucity of understanding regarding the specific impact of digital readiness on the market access and growth performance of women-owned enterprises in developing contexts such as Bangladesh (Chowdhury, 2022). This literature review methodically evaluates existing data and identifies essential topics for additional study, therefore addressing this gap (Ridley, 2012).

[bookmark: _Toc217025521][bookmark: _Toc217025952]2.2 Problem Statement and Research Questions
Despite the governmental focus on women's economic empowerment and digital inclusion in Bangladesh, women-owned firms (WSEs) still exhibit inferior growth rates, restricted market penetration, and heightened susceptibility to economic shocks in comparison to male-owned enterprises (World Bank, 2022). The rapid digitalisation of the economy offers a possible remedy to these difficulties while also posing a danger of intensifying existing inequities if digital adoption is inconsistent (Toyama, 2015). Existing research indicates a disjointed comprehension of the impact of digital readiness on the market access capacities and development trajectories of WSEs within the Bangladeshi setting (Hossain et al., 2021). 

This comprehensive literature review examines the following research enquiries: 

1. In what manner is digital readiness defined and implemented for women-owned small firms in Bangladesh? (Ahmed & Karim, 2023) 
2. What empirical data is available about the correlation between digital readiness and market access for WSEs in Bangladesh? (Akhter & Islam, 2021) 
3. In which way does digitally enabled market access correlate with growth success for WSEs, taking into account both financial and non-financial metrics? (Tabassum & Raza, 2024) 
4. What are the main obstacles and facilitators influencing the digital preparedness of WSEs in Bangladesh? Chowdhury and Hossain, 2023 
5. What significant deficiencies are there in existing research, and what avenues could next studies explore to enhance comprehension in this field? (Santoro et al., 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc217025522][bookmark: _Toc217025953]2.3 Objectives of the Review
This review seeks to consolidate existing knowledge on digital readiness and its pertinent components for women-led small enterprises in Bangladesh (Barney, 1991), examine empirical data correlating digital readiness with market access and growth outcomes (Aral & Weill, 2007), identify principal barriers and facilitators affecting digital adoption among female entrepreneurs (Essers et al., 2010), critically assess theoretical frameworks and methodological strategies employed in current research (Saunders et al., 2019), and propose a research agenda to address identified deficiencies while enhancing both theoretical insights and practical interventions (Lehmann & Pfister, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc217025523][bookmark: _Toc217025954]2.4 Scope and Methodology
This systematic literature review examines peer-reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, policy documents, and credible grey literature published from 2019 to 2024 (Tranfield et al., 2003). The temporal focus guarantees alignment with contemporary digital trends and policy frameworks. The geographical focus is on Bangladesh, with comparative insights drawn from analogous South Asian and developing economy contexts (Ly & Wang, 2022). 

A systematic search strategy was implemented across various databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, JSTOR, and specialised repositories such as the Bangladesh government's Access to Information portal (Saunders et al., 2019). The search terms comprised combinations of "digital readiness," "digital adoption," "women entrepreneurship," "women-owned enterprises," "SMEs," "market access," "growth performance," "Bangladesh," "Digital Bangladesh," "gender digital divide," and "ICT for development" (Zahra & George, 2002). The initial search produced 487 documents, which were evaluated for relevance through titles, abstracts, and methodological rigour, leading to the inclusion of 112 sources in the final analysis (Devaraj & Kohli, 2003). 

The review employs a thematic synthesis approach, categorising findings into coherent conceptual groups while critically assessing evidence quality, theoretical frameworks, and methodological limitations (Boote & Beile, 2005). This analysis synthesises insights from various fields, including business and management studies, gender studies, development economics, and information systems research (Zott & Amit, 2017).
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[bookmark: _Toc217025525][bookmark: _Toc217025956]3.1 Evolution of the Digital Readiness Concept
The notion of digital readiness has progressed notably from initial technology adoption models to modern frameworks that acknowledge diverse organisational capabilities (Rogers, 2003). Early approaches were primarily based on the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989) and the Diffusion of Innovations theory (Rogers, 2003), focussing on individual perceptions and incremental adoption patterns. Recent conceptualisations, especially within SME contexts, have broadened to include organisational, environmental, and strategic dimensions (Kraus et al., 2022). 

In developing economies, digital readiness is increasingly viewed as a dynamic capability that allows enterprises to identify digital opportunities, capitalise on them through suitable investments, and adapt business processes accordingly (Teece, 2018). This capability perspective acknowledges that digital readiness involves more than just access to technology; it includes the skills, strategies, and organisational cultures essential for the effective use of digital technologies (Barney & Clark, 2007).

[bookmark: _Toc217025526][bookmark: _Toc217025957]3.2 Key Theoretical Frameworks
Multiple theoretical frameworks contribute to the contemporary understanding of digital readiness within enterprise contexts. The Technology-Organization-Environment (TOE) framework delineates three contexts that affect the adoption of technological innovations: technological (the tools available and their attributes), organisational (the resources, structure, and processes of the firm), and environmental (the characteristics of the industry, regulatory context, and pressures from stakeholders) (Tornatzky & Fleischer, 1990). Recent applications to small and medium enterprises in developing countries have modified this framework to consider informal business practices, resource limitations, and institutional gaps (Hossain et al., 2021). 

The Resource-Based View (RBV) highlights the significance of firm-specific resources and capabilities in generating competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). This perspective, when applied to digital readiness, emphasises the ways in which enterprises cultivate and utilise digital resources, such as technological infrastructure, digital skills, and data assets, to generate value (Barney & Clark, 2007). The dynamic capabilities extension (Teece et al., 1997) emphasises the significance of adaptability and learning in fast-evolving digital contexts, especially pertinent for SMEs undergoing digital transformation. 

The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) synthesises components from prior technology acceptance theories, highlighting performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions as essential factors influencing technology utilisation (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Recent adaptations for developing economy contexts have included factors such as affordability, infrastructure reliability, and cultural appropriateness (Tarhini et al., 2019). 

Digital maturity models evaluate an organization's readiness for digital transformation across various dimensions (Schumacher et al., 2016). Common frameworks encompass stages ranging from initial digitisation to complete digital transformation, generally evaluating technology adoption, digital strategy, skills, culture, and data utilisation (Gökalp & Martinez, 2021). Most existing models have been developed within Western corporate contexts and necessitate substantial adaptation for small, informal enterprises in developing countries (Alam & Mia, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc217025527][bookmark: _Toc217025958]3.3 Components of Digital Readiness in SME Contexts
The synthesis of recent literature indicates that digital readiness for SMEs, especially in developing contexts, consists of four interrelated components. Technological infrastructure encompasses access to digital devices, such as computers and smartphones, connectivity characterised by internet quality and affordability, and pertinent software or platforms (Dewett & Jones, 2001). In Bangladesh, mobile-first strategies prevail, with smartphones functioning as the main digital access points for the majority of SMEs (Rahman et al., 2023). Infrastructure readiness includes the availability of technical support and the interoperability of systems (Chuang et al., 2009). 

Digital skills and literacy include fundamental digital literacy, which refers to the ability to utilise digital devices and applications, as well as advanced digital skills pertinent to business operations, such as digital marketing, data analysis, e-commerce management, and cybersecurity awareness (Hasyim & Bakri, 2024). Research demonstrates notable skills gaps among SME owners and employees in Bangladesh, with women entrepreneurs facing particular disadvantages due to lower educational attainment and restricted training opportunities (Nargis & Mahmud, 2023). 

Strategic orientation and leadership encompass a strategic vision and a commitment to digital transformation (Warner & Wäger, 2019). For small enterprises, this frequently revolves around the owner-manager's digital mindset, innovation orientation, and readiness to invest in digital tools despite uncertainty (Tabassum & Raza, 2024). Strategic readiness encompasses the alignment of digital initiatives with business objectives and customer requirements (Matt et al., 2015). 

Organisational adaptability encompasses the structures, processes, and cultures within an organisation that facilitate or obstruct digital adoption (Damanpour, 1991). Flexible structures, collaborative cultures, change management capabilities, and continuous learning mechanisms enhance digital readiness (Kraus et al., 2022). In WSEs, organisational adaptability is frequently shaped by informal management practices and resource limitations (Jamali, 2009).

[bookmark: _Toc217025528][bookmark: _Toc217025959]3.4 Gender Dimensions of Digital Readiness
Recent research indicates that digital readiness is influenced by gender, revealing that women entrepreneurs encounter unique challenges and opportunities (Wajcman, 2010). Women frequently engage with digital technologies in ways that differ from men, demonstrating a greater dependence on shared devices, mobile-only access, and usage limited by temporal and spatial constraints (GSMA, 2023). In Bangladesh, women exhibit a 20% lower likelihood of smartphone ownership and a 30% lower likelihood of mobile internet usage compared to men, resulting in a significant digital access disparity (BBS, 2022). 

Gendered socialisation, educational disparities, and time poverty influence the development of digital skills (Haque & Jahan, 2023). Women entrepreneurs frequently emphasise practical skills that can be applied immediately, prioritising tools that are directly associated with revenue generation (Nargis & Mahmud, 2023). Studies demonstrate that there are gender-based variations in the use of digital tools for business applications (Akhter et al., 2022). In Bangladesh, women entrepreneurs exhibit a greater utilisation of social media for customer engagement, yet demonstrate a lesser use of analytical tools and back-office software (Akhter & Islam, 2021). These patterns indicate a pragmatic response to constraints and highlight potential limitations in fully utilising digital capabilities. 

The digital readiness of women is shaped by gendered support networks, where peer learning among women entrepreneurs is essential for the development of digital skills (Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022). Women frequently encounter restricted access to formal technical support and predominantly male tech communities (Marlow & McAdam, 2013). Comprehending these gendered dimensions is crucial for formulating suitable conceptualisations and measurement strategies for digital readiness among WSEs (Crenshaw, 1991).


[bookmark: _Toc217025529][bookmark: _Toc217025960]4. Women-Owned Small Enterprises in Bangladesh

[bookmark: _Toc217025530][bookmark: _Toc217025961]4.1 Characteristics and Challenges
Women-owned small enterprises in Bangladesh include a variety of business types, sizes, and levels of formality (BBS, 2022). According to the classification by the Bangladesh Small and Cottage Industries Corporation, small enterprises generally employ between 10 and 25 workers and possess fixed assets that do not exceed 100 million BDT. Most women-owned businesses typically function at smaller scales, frequently as micro-enterprises or sole proprietorships (World Bank, 2022). 

Key characteristics encompass a sectoral distribution predominantly within traditional "feminised" sectors such as handicrafts, tailoring and garments, beauty services, food processing, and retail trade (Khan & Ara, 2021). In recent years, there has been an increase in women-owned businesses within the sectors of digital services, education technology, and e-commerce; however, they continue to represent a minority (a2i, 2023). The geographical distribution indicates that around 65% of WSEs are situated in urban and peri-urban regions, with notable concentrations in major divisions (Chowdhury & Hossain, 2023). Rural water supply enterprises frequently encounter significant challenges stemming from infrastructure constraints and pronounced sociocultural limitations (Hossain et al., 2021). 

Many WSEs function informally, lacking business registration, formal accounting, and tax compliance (Berger & Udell, 2006). Estimates indicate that merely 15-20% of women entrepreneurs have formally registered their businesses, thereby restricting their access to formal support services and financing (World Bank, 2022). Ownership and management structures often consist of sole proprietorships, wherein the woman entrepreneur oversees all business functions (Nargis & Mahmud, 2023). Family involvement is prevalent, especially in home-based businesses; however, the formal employment of non-family members is still restricted (Jamali, 2009).

[bookmark: _Toc217025531][bookmark: _Toc217025962]4.2 Socioeconomic Contributions and Challenges
WSEs significantly contribute to the economy and society of Bangladesh by generating employment, directly employing around 8.5 million individuals, along with additional indirect employment via supply chains (BBS, 2022). Women's employment is significantly impacted by WSEs, where 70% of the workforce comprises women (BRAC Institute of Governance and Development, 2023). The contributions to economic output are estimated to be 7-10% of Bangladesh's GDP, particularly significant in export-oriented sectors (Bangladesh Bank, 2023). In addition to economic metrics, WSEs play a significant role in women's empowerment, influencing household decision-making and fostering community development (Beck et al., 2005). Research indicates that women entrepreneurs experience enhanced self-confidence, elevated social status, and increased investment in their children's education and health (Hossain & Hasan, 2022). 

WSEs encounter various constraints that restrict their growth potential. Financial barriers encompass restricted access to institutional credit, with 36% for women compared to 68% for men, alongside gender bias in lending decisions (World Bank, 2022; OECD, 2021). Sociocultural constraints encompass limitations on mobility, time scarcity due to domestic duties, and gender stereotypes that influence business perceptions (Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022; Haque & Jahan, 2023; Marlow & McAdam, 2013). Limitations to market access encompass saturated local markets, reliance on intermediaries, and restricted networks (Akhter et al., 2022; Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023). Skills gaps include insufficient business training, inadequate financial management skills, and a lack of digital literacy (Hasyim & Bakri, 2024; Nargis & Mahmud, 2023). Institutional barriers encompass gaps in policy implementation, regulatory complexity, and insufficient gender-sensitive business support services (Hasan et al., 2022; European Commission, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc217025532][bookmark: _Toc217025963]4.3 Digital Landscape and Gender Divide
The digital landscape of Bangladesh has undergone significant transformation in recent years (Castells, 2010). Infrastructure development encompasses mobile network coverage exceeding 98% of the population, with 4G services accessible in the majority of regions (BTRC, 2023). The expansion of fibre optics and submarine cable connections has enhanced international bandwidth; however, the quality and reliability exhibit considerable variation between urban and rural regions (Zheng et al., 2018). Adoption trends indicate that internet users will reach 125 million by 2023, representing a 75% penetration rate. Mobile internet is expected to dominate, while e-commerce is projected to experience rapid growth (a2i, 2023; Amit & Zott, 2012). 

Notwithstanding advancements, notable gender disparities remain evident in the digital domain (GSMA, 2023). Women exhibit a 20% lower likelihood of mobile phone ownership and a 30% lower likelihood of mobile internet usage, with the gender gap in internet utilisation estimated at approximately 25 percentage points, particularly pronounced in rural regions. Women exhibit a lower propensity to participate in advanced digital activities such as online business, financial transactions, or content creation. Factors such as affordability, digital literacy, and social norms play a significant role in these disparities (Wajcman, 2010). 

Policy responses encompass digital inclusion initiatives aimed at women, such as digital literacy training via Union Digital Centres, ICT training programs tailored for women, and the design of gender-sensitive digital services (Chowdhury, 2022). Implementation challenges and scale limitations hinder impact (Toyama, 2015). Support ecosystems include government initiatives such as the Digital Bangladesh agenda and the Women Entrepreneurship Development Project (Hasan et al., 2022), financial institutions that provide specialised services (OECD, 2021), development organisations that offer training and networking (UN Women Bangladesh, 2022), private sector platforms that create opportunities (Zott & Amit, 2017; Binte Aziz, 2023), and academic institutions that contribute through education and research (Boote & Beile, 2005).
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[bookmark: _Toc217025534][bookmark: _Toc217025965]5.1 Digital Tools and Mechanisms
Digital technologies provide various mechanisms for market access for WSEs. Direct-to-consumer channels facilitate engagement with end customers via e-commerce platforms, social media sales, and mobile applications, eliminating the need for intermediaries (Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023; Zott & Amit, 2017). Market information and intelligence tools offer insights into customer preferences, competitive analysis, and pricing data (Devaraj & Kohli, 2003). Digital marketing and promotion strategies enhance brand awareness, customer engagement, and sales conversion (Chatterjee et al., 2020). Systems for transaction and logistics facilitation assist in ordering, payment processing, delivery tracking, and customer service (Dewett & Jones, 2001). Each mechanism presents unique benefits and obstacles shaped by varying levels of digital readiness (Venkatesh et al., 2003). 

Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp have emerged as key channels for digital market access (Akhter & Islam, 2021). Research shows that around 65% of women entrepreneurs in urban areas and 35% in rural areas utilise social media for business activities (Sultana & Haque, 2022). Mechanisms encompass direct customer engagement to foster relationships and trust (Tabassum & Raza, 2024), visual marketing that proves effective for handicrafts, fashion, and food products (Akhter et al., 2022), cost-effective promotion relative to traditional advertising (Chatterjee et al., 2020), and community building via supportive online networks (Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022). Research indicates that WSEs utilising social media achieve sales increases of 25-40%, particularly for differentiated products (Tabassum & Raza, 2024). However, limitations include reliance on specific platforms, algorithm modifications that impact visibility, and the significant time required for content creation (Sultana & Haque, 2022). 

E-commerce platforms offer organised online selling environments, increasingly incorporating WSEs via specialised seller programs (Binte Aziz, 2023; a2i, 2023). The advantages encompass organised selling frameworks managing technical elements (Dewett & Jones, 2001), expanded access to national customer demographics (Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023), enhanced credibility via platform branding (Amit & Zott, 2012), and logistical assistance that mitigates significant constraints (Sultana & Haque, 2022). Research examining WSEs across prominent platforms indicates an average sales increase of 60% within six months of implementation (Rahman et al., 2023). However, challenges such as platform fees, competition, and technical requirements pose significant barriers (Binte Aziz, 2023). Digital readiness necessitates technical competencies in platform navigation, inventory management, product photography, and data analysis (Gökalp & Martinez, 2021), as well as financial preparedness for associated fees and inventory investments (Berger & Udell, 2006). 

Digital marketing tools extend beyond social media to encompass search engine optimisation, email marketing, and digital advertising (Chatterjee et al., 2020; Devaraj & Kohli, 2003; Aral et al., 2012). Adoption of certain tools is limited by technical complexity; however, fundamental practices are progressively included in training programs (Islam et al., 2023). Evaluations of training programs indicate that participants achieve a 35% increase in customer acquisition and a 25% increase in retention relative to control groups (Islam et al., 2023). However, the continued application of these skills necessitates ongoing support and the establishment of peer learning networks (Hasyim & Bakri, 2024). 

Mobile financial services such as bKash and Nagad transform transaction processes by enhancing security and minimising cash handling risks (Bangladesh Bank, 2023), providing convenience and speed via instant payments (GSMA, 2023), promoting financial inclusion as gateways to formal services (Beck et al., 2005), and improving business professionalism, which increases perceived legitimacy (Zott & Amit, 2017). Research indicates that WSEs utilising digital payments achieve payment cycles that are 30% faster and experience a 40% reduction in defaults when compared to cash-only enterprises (Karim & Hasan, 2023). This transition facilitates access to new customer segments that favour cashless transactions (Rahman & Hossain, 2022). Requirements encompass fundamental digital literacy for utilising payment applications, comprehension of security protocols, and effective record-keeping (Venkatesh et al., 2003), in addition to trust in digital systems (Agarwal & Prasad, 1999). 

Digitisation of supply chains via inventory management applications, delivery integration, and supplier platforms enhances operational efficiency (Dewett & Jones, 2001; Sultana & Haque, 2022; Chuang et al., 2009; Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023; Amit & Zott, 2012). Research indicates that WSEs employing basic inventory applications can decrease stockouts by 40% and enhance cash flow management (Sultana & Haque, 2022). However, barriers to adoption include the costs of the applications, their complexity, and difficulties in integrating them with existing informal practices (Zhang & Dhaliwal, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc217025535][bookmark: _Toc217025966]5.2 Moderating Factors and Gender Considerations
The effectiveness of digital tools is influenced by various moderating factors. Investments in product quality, packaging, customer service, and business processes are crucial for achieving significant impact, as digital tools alone seldom lead to enhanced market access (Teece, 2018; Barney & Clark, 2007). WSEs exhibiting superior overall business capabilities derive greater advantages from digital adoption. Strategic integration that aligns digital activities with distinct market positioning and customer value propositions results in superior outcomes compared to treating digital as a supplementary activity (Matt et al., 2015; Warner & Wäger, 2019). 

The capabilities for learning and adaptation facilitate the enhancement of market access benefits over time, as entrepreneurs gain insights from digital engagement, adjust strategies informed by data, and refine their approaches (Zahra & George, 2002; Teece et al., 1997). Technical support, training, peer networks, and mentorship contribute to the effectiveness of digital tools within ecosystems (Santoro et al., 2023). Work-based learning environments integrated within supportive ecosystems demonstrate accelerated learning curves and enhanced problem-solving capabilities in the face of challenges (European Commission, 2020). Resource constraints such as time poverty, financial limitations, and infrastructure deficiencies can hinder the effectiveness of digital tools, even post-adoption (Haque & Jahan, 2023). This situation underscores the need for frameworks that consider these contextual limitations (Alam & Mia, 2021). 

Gender-specific factors in digital market access encompass platform design biases that disadvantage women users, such as algorithmic visibility biases, gender-based harassment, and interface designs that presume male user patterns (Bhandari, 2023; Wajcman, 2010). Gendered social capital influences access to information and collaboration opportunities, where women exhibit stronger peer support networks but possess weaker ties to technical experts and investors (Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022; Marlow & McAdam, 2013). Women entrepreneurs exhibit heightened safety and privacy concerns, which influence their platform selections and levels of engagement, especially within conservative social contexts (Hussain, 2021; Essers et al., 2010). Intersectional effects indicate that experiences of digital market access differ markedly according to factors such as location, education level, sector, and socioeconomic status. Specifically, rural women with limited education encounter compounded barriers in contrast to their urban, educated counterparts (Crenshaw, 1991; Chowdhury & Hossain, 2023).
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[bookmark: _Toc217025537][bookmark: _Toc217025968]6.1 Growth Conceptualization
Growth performance in small enterprises involves various dimensions beyond financial metrics (Davidsson et al., 2010). Financial growth encompasses conventional metrics such as revenue, profit, assets, and employment (Beck et al., 2005; Berger & Udell, 2006). Capability development encompasses management skills, operational efficiency, innovation capacity, and strategic orientation (Barney & Clark, 2007; Teece et al., 1997). Market development encompasses the expansion of the customer base, diversification of products and services, and enhancement of brand recognition (Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023; Akhter et al., 2022). Resilience and sustainability denote an improved capacity to endure shocks, adapt to alterations, and sustain operations over time (Papadopoulos et al., 2020; Rahman et al., 2023). Outcomes of empowerment for women-owned enterprises encompass enhanced decision-making authority, broadened networks, elevated social status, and improved control over work-life balance (Brush et al., 2009). Digital readiness can impact all these growth dimensions via multiple pathways (Kraus et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc217025538][bookmark: _Toc217025969]6.2 Financial Growth Evidence
Multiple studies document positive relationships between digital adoption and sales performance for WSEs. Analysis of panel data from 500 WSEs over three years finds enterprises using digital tools for marketing and sales experience 28% higher revenue growth compared to non-users, controlling for other factors (Hossain & Hasan, 2022). Specific digital capabilities—particularly social media marketing skills and digital payment acceptance—correlate most strongly with sales growth (Nargis & Mahmud, 2023). However, the relationship is not automatic or linear, with digital investments requiring complementary changes in business processes, and initial adoption potentially involving costs before benefits materialize (Toyama, 2015; Dewett & Jones, 2001).

Mechanisms linking digital readiness to sales growth include expanded market reach through digital tools enabling access to customers beyond immediate geographical limits (Zott & Amit, 2017), improved marketing effectiveness as targeted, interactive digital marketing often outperforms traditional approaches for customer acquisition (Chatterjee et al., 2020), enhanced customer relationships through digital communication facilitating ongoing engagement, repeat purchases, and referrals (Tabassum & Raza, 2024), and operational efficiency through digital tools for inventory, ordering, and payment reducing costs and errors, improving margins (Devaraj & Kohli, 2003).

Profitability improvements derive from cost reductions in marketing, operations, transactions, and supplier sourcing (Aral & Weill, 2007). Digital marketing often provides lower customer acquisition costs than traditional methods (Aral et al., 2012), digital record-keeping, inventory management, and communication reduce time spent on administrative tasks and minimize errors (Dewett & Jones, 2001), digital payments reduce cash handling costs and payment delays (Karim & Hasan, 2023), and online supplier platforms enable price comparison and reduce search costs (Amit & Zott, 2012). Studies find WSEs using integrated digital tools achieve 15-25% higher profit margins than those using isolated tools or no digital tools (Rahman et al., 2023), though digital investments themselves represent costs—both direct and indirect—with profitability improvements typically emerging after initial adoption phases (OECD, 2021; Venkatesh et al., 2003).

Employment generation relationships are complex (Castells, 2010). Digital tools may enable scaling without proportional labor increases (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014), change skill requirements potentially increasing demand for digitally skilled labor while reducing need for manual roles (Hasyim & Bakri, 2024), or generate indirect employment through supply chains and supporting services (Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023). Evidence shows digitally advanced WSEs are more likely to hire non-family employees (42% vs. 28% for less digitalized enterprises) (Khan & Ara, 2021), though many remain family-operated despite growth, with digital tools enabling existing teams to handle increased volume rather than necessitating new hires (Jamali, 2009). The quality of employment in relation to digital readiness requires further research (Marlow & McAdam, 2013).

[bookmark: _Toc217025539][bookmark: _Toc217025970]6.3 Non-Financial Growth Dimensions
Digital readiness facilitates multiple types of innovation (Damanpour, 1991). Product and service innovation is enhanced by collecting customer feedback, monitoring trends, and employing rapid prototyping (Chen et al., 2015). Additionally, WSEs that utilise social media for customer engagement report increased rates of product adaptation and customisation (Akhter et al., 2022). Business model innovation via digital platforms facilitates the emergence of new revenue models such as subscription services, online courses, digital products, and hybrid physical-digital offerings (Zott & Amit, 2017). Notably, women entrepreneurs in the education and creative sectors demonstrate significant innovation in this context (a2i, 2023). Digital tools facilitate process innovation by streamlining operations, enhancing quality control, and improving customer service (Devaraj & Kohli, 2003). Even basic innovations, such as digital order tracking, can significantly improve the customer experience (Sultana & Haque, 2022). Research demonstrates that digital readiness is associated with increased innovation outputs; however, this relationship is influenced by entrepreneurial orientation and learning capabilities (Covin & Slevin, 1991; Tabassum & Raza, 2024). 

Evidence from COVID-19 indicates that digitally capable WSEs were significantly more likely to sustain operations during lockdowns via online sales, digital payments, and remote customer service (Rahman et al., 2023). Digital tools facilitated swift adaptations, with restaurants providing online delivery, tutors transitioning to virtual classes, and retailers focussing on social commerce (Chowdhury et al., 2023). Digital divides resulted in WSEs lacking prior digital readiness encountering significant challenges in rapid adaptation (GSMA, 2023). Long-term resilience mechanisms encompass diversified revenue streams facilitated by digital tools that enable multiple sales channels, thereby diminishing reliance on any single channel (Amit & Zott, 2012). Additionally, customer relationship management via digital communication sustains customer connections during disruptions (Tabassum & Raza, 2024). Market intelligence is enhanced through online monitoring, which offers early warnings of market changes (Devaraj & Kohli, 2003). Furthermore, operational flexibility is achieved through cloud-based systems that support remote work and ensure business continuity (Dewett & Jones, 2001). 

Empowerment outcomes include enhanced decision-making authority via improved market information and decreased reliance on intermediaries (Haque & Jahan, 2023), expanded networks through digital platforms that connect customers, suppliers, mentors, and peers beyond traditional gender-segregated networks (Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022), skill development through digital engagement that fosters technical and business skills, thereby increasing confidence and future opportunities (Hasyim & Bakri, 2024), and work-life integration potential through digital tools that provide flexible work arrangements, although they may also blur the boundaries between business and personal time (Hussain, 2021). Evidence indicates mixed effects, suggesting that digital tools may reinforce traditional gender roles while also increasing associated burdens (Wajcman, 2010; Hossain & Hasan, 2022; Essers et al., 2010).
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Growth relationships are influenced by various factors. Sector characteristics indicate that digital impacts differ markedly across industries (Damanpour, 1991). Handicrafts and fashion sectors derive substantial benefits from visual social media, whereas service industries may emphasise alternative digital tools. Additionally, B2B enterprises encounter distinct opportunities compared to B2C businesses (Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023). The stage of the enterprise lifecycle affects digital utilisation, as early-stage enterprises primarily employ digital tools for market testing and customer discovery, whereas established businesses concentrate on scaling and efficiency (Covin & Slevin, 1991; Davidsson et al., 2010). Characteristics of entrepreneurs, such as education, prior experience, digital self-efficacy, and growth aspirations, affect the relationship between digital readiness and growth outcomes (Tabassum & Raza, 2024). Ecosystem support, including training, technical assistance, financing for digital investments, and peer learning communities, moderates the relationships associated with digital growth (Santoro et al., 2023). The institutional context, encompassing regulatory frameworks, infrastructure quality, digital payment ecosystems, and cultural norms, establishes either enabling or constraining environments (Alam & Mia, 2021). 

Challenges in measuring digital-enabled growth involve difficulties in attribution, particularly in isolating the effects of digital readiness from other growth factors. This necessitates the use of sophisticated research designs that are infrequently utilised (Zhang & Dhaliwal, 2022). Timeframe considerations are crucial, as the effects of digital adoption may manifest over prolonged durations, with initial costs occurring before benefits (Venkatesh et al., 2003), thereby limiting the applicability of cross-sectional studies. There is a necessity for multidimensional growth measurement, as limited research utilises comprehensive measures that include both financial and non-financial dimensions (Davidsson et al., 2010). Most studies tend to concentrate on easily quantifiable metrics, such as sales or employment (Beck et al., 2005). Contextual adaptation necessitates that growth indicators applicable in developed markets may not effectively reflect significant progress for WSEs in Bangladesh (Alam & Mia, 2021), thereby requiring measurement approaches that are sensitive to the specific context (González-Varona et al., 2024).
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Conceptual debates encompass the suitability of universal frameworks compared to context-specific ones (Kraus et al., 2022). Advocates of universal frameworks contend that fundamental dimensions are applicable across various contexts, facilitating comparative analysis and the transfer of best practices (Gökalp & Martinez, 2021). Critics argue that frameworks created in Western corporate environments fail to accurately reflect the realities of informal SMEs in developing nations, especially regarding gender-specific challenges (Hussain, 2021). This has significant implications for measurement, intervention design, and theoretical advancement (Alam & Mia, 2021). 

Techno-optimist assumptions differ from critical viewpoints regarding the reinforcement of inequality (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Toyama, 2015; Wyatt et al., 2013). A significant body of literature demonstrates techno-optimist assumptions, portraying digital tools as inherently empowering and conducive to growth. Critical perspectives challenge these assumptions, emphasising that digital technologies may perpetuate existing inequalities, introduce new forms of exploitation, or inadequately address structural constraints. Critical feminists examine whether digital tools truly empower women or simply integrate them into digital capitalism while neglecting fundamental power imbalances (Wajcman, 2010). This theoretical tension shapes research questions, methodologies, and the interpretation of findings (Essers et al., 2010). 

The conceptualisation of digital readiness differs across state measurements and process understandings (Teece, 2018). The state perspective enables assessment and benchmarking; however, it may oversimplify complex realities (Schumacher et al., 2016). The process perspective effectively illustrates the evolution of digital capabilities within enterprises, although it poses measurement challenges (Zahra & George, 2002). This perspective is linked to wider theoretical discussions regarding dynamic capabilities and organisational learning (Barney & Clark, 2007).
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Dominant cross-sectional designs restrict the comprehension of causal relationships and longitudinal dynamics (Rahman et al., 2023). About 80% of the studies identified utilise cross-sectional designs, offering snapshots instead of longitudinal insights. Most longitudinal studies generally examine brief periods, which are inadequate for analysing digital transformation processes (Restrepo-Morales et al., 2024). Further longitudinal studies are required, especially to monitor enterprises from pre-digital stages through the phases of adoption and adaptation (Lehmann & Pfister, 2025). 

Sample representation biases favour urban, educated entrepreneurs, thereby marginalising populations that are more difficult to access (Chowdhury & Hossain, 2023). Many studies concentrate on urban women social entrepreneurs who possess higher education, while there is a notable lack of representation for rural women entrepreneurs, those with minimal formal education, and individuals in informal sectors. This results in an evidence bias favouring populations that are more digitally prepared, which may lead to an overestimation of the impacts of digital readiness and an under-representation of the challenges encountered by marginalised groups (Haque & Jahan, 2023). Experiences shaped by intersectional differences in location, class, education, and sector are inadequately examined (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Measurement inconsistency complicates the synthesis of evidence (González-Varona et al., 2024). Digital readiness is defined inconsistently in various studies, with some employing basic binary indicators of technology ownership and others utilising intricate multi-item scales. Growth performance is primarily assessed using self-reported sales or employment data, with minimal validation and a lack of non-financial indicators. Limited research utilises validated scales or comprehensive mixed-methods strategies that integrate quantitative metrics with qualitative insights (Boote & Beile, 2005). 

Contextual oversimplification arises when research characterises Bangladesh as a uniform context, overlooking its considerable regional, sectoral, and socioeconomic diversity (Alam & Mia, 2021). Many studies do not sufficiently consider the prevalence of the informal economy or the influence of informal institutions and practices on digital adoption. The digital ecosystem is characterised by rapid changes in platforms, policies, and infrastructure, yet it is frequently perceived as a static backdrop rather than a dynamic force (Toyama, 2015).
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Underdeveloped gender-sensitive frameworks indicate a notable theoretical deficiency (Brush et al., 2009). Many studies utilise gender-neutral theories of SME or digital adoption, failing to account for the gendered realities of entrepreneurship within patriarchal contexts (Marlow & McAdam, 2013). The integration of feminist entrepreneurship literature with digital transformation literature is currently insufficient, as existing frameworks rarely explore the intersection of digital technologies with gendered power dynamics, domestic roles, and sociocultural limitations (Wajcman, 2010). 

A limited understanding of intersectionality in digital readiness and outcomes represents a significant gap (Crenshaw, 1991). The variation in digital readiness across intersections of gender, class, location, age, disability, and other identity dimensions remains inadequately understood. The varying effects of digital tools on women from different backgrounds, alongside the potential for digital interventions to favour already-privileged groups at the expense of others, necessitate thorough examination (Hussain, 2021). 

Insufficient focus on non-commercial platforms and informal digital practices is apparent (Zaman & Aktaruzzaman, 2023). Research predominantly centres on commercial platforms such as Facebook and established e-commerce sites, while community platforms, messaging applications like WhatsApp, and hybrid digital-physical practices receive comparatively less attention. The creative adaptation of limited digital resources by women entrepreneurs through informal workarounds and shared access models constitutes an underexplored domain of grassroots digital innovation (Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022). 

Interactions within digital ecosystems remain insufficiently explored (Santoro et al., 2023). The navigation of complex digital ecosystems by WSEs, which includes platforms, service providers, regulators, and support organisations, necessitates a more systemic analysis. Critical examination of power dynamics within digital ecosystems is necessary, particularly regarding platform governance, data ownership, and algorithmic biases that influence WSE visibility and opportunities (Bhandari, 2023). 

The long-term sustainability and unintended consequences of digital adoption require thorough investigation (Rahman et al., 2023). Many studies emphasise short-term advantages, while giving insufficient consideration to the long-term sustainability of digital business models, lock-in effects, or reliance on external platforms. Potential negative consequences such as heightened work pressure, privacy risks, online harassment, and digital burnout among women entrepreneurs necessitate a balanced evaluation (Hussain, 2021).
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This systematic review indicates that digital readiness constitutes a multidimensional capability that significantly affects market access and growth performance of WSEs in Bangladesh (Kraus et al., 2022). The relationship is positive, yet contingent upon complementary investments, strategic integration, and ecosystem support (Teece, 2018). Gender plays a significant role in the development of digital readiness and the patterns of digital tool utilisation, with women entrepreneurs encountering unique constraints and opportunities (Wajcman, 2010). Significant disparities remain in digital access, skills, and outcomes, particularly affecting rural, less-educated, and economically disadvantaged women entrepreneurs (GSMA, 2023). The evidence base exhibits significant deficiencies in longitudinal perspectives, intersectional analysis, and context-sensitive frameworks (Crenshaw, 1991; Rahman et al., 2023). 

Digital tools, especially social commerce and mobile financial services, exhibit considerable potential to improve market access by addressing geographical constraints, minimising reliance on intermediaries, and facilitating direct customer interactions (Akhter & Islam, 2021; Karim & Hasan, 2023). Effectiveness is contingent upon strategic integration with business processes and complementary investments in product quality, customer service, and operational efficiency (Matt et al., 2015). 

Growth outcomes encompass not only financial metrics but also dimensions such as innovation capacity, resilience, and empowerment (Davidsson et al., 2010; Brush et al., 2009). Digitally prepared WSEs demonstrate an increased capacity for innovating business models, enduring disruptions such as COVID-19, and improving decision-making authority and networks (Rahman et al., 2023; Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022).
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This review indicates the necessity for integrated theoretical frameworks that merge digital transformation theories with feminist entrepreneurship perspectives (Brush et al., 2009; Teece et al., 1997). Future theories must consider the influence of gendered institutions on digital adoption pathways and the ways in which digital technologies may reinforce or contest patriarchal structures (Marlow & McAdam, 2013). Dynamic capability theory necessitates adaptation to the contexts of small, informal enterprises, acknowledging the limitations of resource environments and the significance of informal learning processes (Zahra & George, 2002). 

The concept of digital readiness requires refinement for WSE contexts, potentially as a gendered dynamic capability developed through situated practice within constrained environments (Alam & Mia, 2021). Theoretical development must progress beyond models centred on adoption to frameworks of adaptation and appropriation that illustrate how women entrepreneurs creatively modify digital tools to fit local contexts and constraints (Toyama, 2015).
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Recommendations for policymakers include the development of gender-sensitive digital inclusion strategies that address issues of affordability, digital literacy, and safety concerns specific to women entrepreneurs (OECD, 2021). Infrastructure investments must focus on ensuring reliable and affordable connectivity in rural and peri-urban regions where Water and Sanitation Enterprises (WSEs) are prevalent (BTRC, 2023). Support programs must provide comprehensive packages that integrate digital skills training with business development assistance, acknowledging that digital tools alone do not suffice for growth (Santoro et al., 2023). 

Support organisations and development partners must consider the implications of designing context-appropriate training that advances beyond basic digital literacy to encompass strategic digital business skills (Hasyim & Bakri, 2024). Peer learning networks serve as effective mechanisms for sustainable skill development and problem-solving (Siddiqui & Rahman, 2022). Ecosystem building must link WSEs with technical support, financing for digital investments, and market opportunities via platforms and networks (European Commission, 2020). 

Insights indicate that women entrepreneurs should adopt a strategic, phased approach to digital adoption, beginning with tools that provide immediate business value and gradually building capabilities (Tabassum & Raza, 2024). Peer collaboration can alleviate resource limitations by facilitating knowledge exchange, engaging in collective negotiations with platforms, and providing mutual assistance (Haque & Jahan, 2023). A balanced perspective must acknowledge the potential of digital tools while also recognising their limitations and risks, thereby avoiding over-dependence on individual platforms (Bhandari, 2023).
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Three priority research directions emerge based on identified gaps. 

1. Development and Validation of Gender-Sensitive Measurement Tools: Future research should focus on the development and validation of multidimensional digital readiness assessment tools tailored for WSEs in developing contexts (Ahmed & Karim, 2023). These should encompass not only technological access but also strategic, organisational, and adaptive capabilities pertinent to small, informal enterprises. Growth measurement frameworks must include both financial and non-financial dimensions, such as empowerment outcomes and resilience indicators (Davidsson et al., 2010). Research should utilise mixed-methods approaches that integrate quantitative measurement with qualitative depth to effectively capture contextual nuances (Boote & Beile, 2005). 

2. Longitudinal and Comparative Studies: There is a pressing requirement for longitudinal research that monitors WSEs throughout their digital adoption journeys over extended durations (3-5 years) to comprehend capability development processes, adaptation strategies, and long-term outcomes (Lehmann & Pfister, 2025). Comparative studies across sectors, regions, and types of enterprises can identify contextual factors that influence the development and effectiveness of digital readiness (Ly & Wang, 2022). Quasi-experimental designs that assess the effects of digital interventions using suitable control groups would enhance the validity of causal inferences (Restrepo-Morales et al., 2024). 

3. Critical Studies of Digital Ecosystems and Power Dynamics: Research should examine power dynamics within digital ecosystems, focussing on the influence of platform governance, algorithms, and data practices on WSE visibility, opportunities, and autonomy (Bhandari, 2023). Intersectional analyses must examine the variability of digital readiness and outcomes across diverse social positions, determining which women gain from digital opportunities and which encounter compounded barriers (Crenshaw, 1991). Critical feminist perspectives must analyse the extent to which digital technologies alter or perpetuate gendered power dynamics within entrepreneurship and markets (Essers et al., 2010).

[bookmark: _Toc217025550][bookmark: _Toc217025981]8.5 Concluding Remarks
Digital readiness serves as both a considerable opportunity and a potential exclusionary factor for women-owned small enterprises in Bangladesh. This review illustrates that although digital tools can improve market access and growth performance, achieving these advantages necessitates transcending simplistic techno-optimism to confront structural constraints, gendered barriers, and ecosystem limitations. The way forward requires context-sensitive frameworks, gender-integrated approaches, and critical perspectives that acknowledge both digital potentials and enduring patriarchal structures. 

Future research should integrate digital transformation literature with feminist entrepreneurship scholarship, creating theoretical frameworks and practical interventions that recognise the intricate realities faced by women entrepreneurs in digitalising economies. Addressing the identified research gaps through rigorous, contextually grounded studies enables scholars to contribute to a more inclusive digital transformation that genuinely empowers women entrepreneurs, rather than merely integrating them into new forms of digital inequality.
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