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Abstract:
The report aims to illuminate upon the barriers faced by SMEs in Bangladesh for access to formal credit and explore how DFS can help to overcome these barriers, impact on improving access to credit and to what extend government support helps in lifting those barriers. A thematic synthesis approach was undertaken for critically reviewing scholarly research articles to identify recurring patterns and themes such as barriers to formal credit access of SMEs, impact of DFS on credit accessibility, business performance and regulatory frameworks. In addition, the literature was reviewed for its ontological and epistemological assumptions, axiological position and overall research paradigms and use of methodologies that guide understanding contextual factors and ethical considerations and overall researcher’s beliefs on reality, knowledge and values that shape how research is planned and carried out. This particularly important for a DBA researcher that guides towards creating a clear research plan starting from designing to analysing data.
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1.0.  Introduction: 
Globally Small and Medium enterprises (SME) are considered as the economic backbone of both developed and emerging countries for their significant role in job creation, innovation and economic growth accounting for 90% of all global business and 50% of employment (World Bank, 2022; Affandi et.al. 2024; Al-Azzam & Charfeddine, 2022). Despite this, SMEs regularly face credit constraints forcing them to rely on informal instead of formal sources of financing (Charfeddine et. al 2024), making it the second most cited barrier to growth in developing countries (Al-Azzam & Charfeddine, 2022). Bangladesh is no exception to that. 
SMEs in Bangladesh drive a wide range of economic activities, contributing to job creation, GDP growth, industrialization, exports and poverty reduction (Hossin et. al. 2023). There are over 7.8 million SMEs operating in Bangladesh making it one of the largest SME sectors in the world, 72% of which is located in rural areas, contributing about 49% of rural income reflecting their significant role in rural development (Begum et al., 2022; ADB, 2022; Hossin et. al. 2023). Also, SMEs constitute 99.97% of industries, employ 86% of the labour force, account for 25% of GDP, 45% of manufacturing value addition (Asian Development Bank, 2022; Hossin et. al. 2023).
Considering SME’s highest potential for employment and income generation in both rural and urban areas and promoting these enterprises to help meet multiple SDG targets, the Bangladesh government has set a target of increasing SME’s contribution to GDP 32% by 2026 and 35% by 2030 (ADB, 2022; Hossin et. al. 2023). Yet they face persisted credit constraints as traditional banking system failed to serve them adequately (CCAF & ADBI, 2025) which drive them to seek finances from informal and high-cost sources (ADB, 2022). Only 20% of SMEs have formal access to banks making access to finance remained a big hurdle to reaching this goal (ADB, 2022) as the government support (GS) is insufficient (Ali et. al.2022).
However, in the past few years the emergence of digital financial services (DFS) and mobile banking platforms such as bKash, Nagad, Rocket as a transformative solution, has shifted access to financial services, especially for rural and micro-entrepreneurs (ADB, 2022). But the effectiveness of these services in expanding credit access and promoting business sustainability among SMEs remains underexplored making this topic highly relevant for business and management research. 
The report aims to illuminate upon the barriers faced by SMEs in Bangladesh for access to formal credit and explore how DFS can help to overcome these barriers, improve access to credit and to what extend government intervention influence the formal credit access and provides an overview of the current SME credit access scenario in Bangladesh. In accordance with the coursework requirements, a range of relevant literature has been reviewed to support this paper. It provides a critical review of research on the role of DFS in enhancing credit access and promoting SME sustainability in Bangladesh, undertakes a philosophical, epistemological and axiological as well as dominant research paradigms analysis of scholarly articles, examining the assumptions that underpin current studies and evaluating their implications for knowledge generation and practice. It also involves synthesizing literatures to identify gaps, contradictions and unresolved debates.
For clarity the terms Digital Financial Service and Small and Medium enterprises (SME) should be defined. Digital Financial Services (DFS) encompass a wide range of financial services delivered through digital platforms, including mobile money, online banking and digital wallets. DFS provide accessible, affordable and efficient financial solutions that allows individuals and businesses to make payments, transfer money, save, borrow and access banking services through digital channels (Ayodele & Ogunsola, 2025). In emerging economies, DFS play a critical role in closing financing gaps for SMEs by offering alternative funding sources, automating processes like onboarding and underwriting and reducing transaction costs, typically offered by fintech firms, big tech companies, neo-banks and increasingly by traditional financial institutions (World Bank, 2022).
Cottage, Micro, Small & Medium Enterprise (CMSME)
Various countries use different criteria to define SMEs within their respective context which mainly include factors like the number of employees, sales turnover, fixed assets, total investment and net worth (Hossin et. al. 2023). However for a consistent global definition, the most prevalent threshold used is the number of employees as the definition of MSMEs (IFC, 2025). The Ministry of Industry released the Industrial Policy 2022, wherein the definition of SME is regarded as the most widely recognized and standardized one at the policy level in Bangladesh (Hossin et. al. 2023). Table-1 provides the breakdown of the SME definition:

	Business Segment
	Sector
	Value of Fixed asset excluding factory Land & Building (Taka)
	Employed Manpower

	
	
	From
	To
	

	Cottage Enterprise
	Manufacturing (predominant Family Labour)
	Less than 1.00 million
	15 (Maximum) including family members

	Micro Enterprise
	Manufacturing
	1.00 million
	Less than 7.5 million
	25 (Maximum)

	
	Service
	Less than 1.00 million
	15 (Maximum)

	Small Enterprise
	Manufacturing
	7.5 million
	Less than 150 million
	26-120

	
	Service
	1.00 million
	Less than 20 million
	16-50

	Medium Enterprise
	Manufacturing
	150 million
	500 million (Maximum)
	121-300

	
	Service
	20 million
	300 million
	51-120

	 Note: 
1. Employed manpower will not be above 1000 for the medium enterprise, in the case of garments and labour-intensive industries
2. If an enterprise falls into different segments based on different criteria the higher will be entertained except garments and labour-intensive industries.


Source: Hossin et. al. (2023) citing Industrial Policy 2022, Bangladesh
2.0 Method for Conducting the Literature Review: 
The literature review was carried out using reputable academic databases including Google Scholar and the university’s library resources as well as Research Gate, ScienceDirect and different journal websites were used as additional sources. Peer-reviewed journal articles, conference papers and official institutional reports were included to maintain academic rigor. Substantial research has been undertaken in relation to digital financing platform and SME sector since both are pressing issues worldwide in research field. So, to identify the latest developments in the field, the search focused on publications from the last five years. Keywords used included “digital financial services,” “SME credit access,” “financial inclusion,” “Bangladesh,” and “business sustainability.” Studies were selected based on their direct relevance to the research topic, particularly those examining the impact of DFS on credit access and SME sustainability. However non-English publications were omitted.
For critical review of literatures, a thematic synthesis approach was undertaken to identify recurring patterns and themes such as barriers to formal credit, impact of DFS on credit accessibility, business performance and regulatory frameworks. In addition, the literature was reviewed for its ontological and epistemological assumptions, axiological position, methodologies, theoretical framework comparison and overall research paradigms. This philosophical analysis helped uncover gaps in understanding contextual factors and ethical considerations.
Since this report focuses on Bangladesh perspective of SME, for literature review purpose the research articles were selected that studies Bangladesh’s SME sector. These articles are dominated by quantitative research methods using cross-sectional and self-reported data and positivist philosophical approach. Besides, the exclusion of non-English sources may have omitted relevant regional insights.


3.0. Critical Literature Review:
3.1. Barriers to Formal Credit Access for CMSMEs in Bangladesh:
From various studies it reveals that SMEs in Bangladesh face constant and several interrelated barriers to access formal credit. Systematically banks usually prefer well established large firms with stable financial records that sharply contrasts with SME’s due to their limited capital, unaudited financials and weak collateral (Khan, 2024; Akther, 2022; Moulick & Khan, 2021). Complex borrowing processes, excessive documentation and hidden costs are procedural challenges that further restricts credit access (Ali et al. 2022; Mahmud & Tulla, 2024). Financial difficulties like high interest rate, limited SME products and credit rationing mainly affect smaller and newer firms (Khan, 2024; Ali et al. 2022). Also firm specific factors like size, age, ownership and managerial capacity also influence loan approval (Moulick & Khan, 2021; Akther, 2022). Sometimes cultural and institutional factors like negative attitudes of bank officials, political interference and reliance on informal networks create further challenges, especially in rural areas where banking infrastructure is poor (Mahmud & Tulla, 2024).  Overall these studies identify that financing gaps for SMEs arise from structural weaknesses, procedural inefficiencies, financial limitations and cultural and institutional factors that create persistent barriers for SME’s formal loan access and growth.
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                              Figure-1: Barriers to Formal Credit
Critical realism views world has layers, has real structures and underlying causes exists independent of people that influence what we observe (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2023, p.146). Khan (2024) uses critical realist ontology lens that treats SME credit access as a real and measurable outcome. It believes loan approval depends on bank size, ownership and branch location and uses probabilistic regression to analyse these links, assumes financial outcomes are objective facts that exist regardless of personal views and can be measured through data and statistical techniques. Constructivist view would find how trust, relationship and cultural norms affect access to finance and Pragmatist view would mix data with real life experiences using interviews and case studies alongside statistics and reveal social influences and lived experiences for broader understanding.
“Positivism relates to the philosophical stance of the natural scientist and entails working with an observable social reality to produce law-like generalisations (Saunders et al., 2023, p.145)”. Khan (2024) obtains positivist epistemology and test clear hypothesis using probability regression by surveying 220 SMEs. The results are checked with statistics to draw conclusions about the population. In contrast interpretivism would explain why SMEs struggle and how bankers make decisions, critical approach would reveal systemic barriers or unfair practices in lending which quantitative data alone might miss.
Khan (2024) emphasises values and focuses on practical outcomes. It aims to improve SME financing, support economic growth and address gender equity especially for women entrepreneurs. The study provides recommendations for helping SMEs and guiding policy makers and banks even though it uses positivist method. It conducted a cross-sectional survey of 220 SMEs operating 5 years or more across Bangladesh. The study examined loan approval as the outcome, with key predictors including bank size, ownership, branch location, distress status and relationship related controls. Probability regression with marginal effects was used, with robustness checks via alternative measures and subgroup analyses. Findings show higher approval at small, private and rural banks and lower at state owned, foreign and distressed banks. Strengths include clear operationalization and robust control but limitations involve causality, selection bias and limited generalizability.
Ali et.al. (2022) assume that access to institutional credit for SMEs is an objective reality that can be measured through numbers. They take positivist stance using surveys, structured questionnaires and logistic regression as they think reality is fixed and knowledge comes from statistical analysis. They suggest loan outcomes can be predicted using entrepreneur characteristics like age and education, firm attributes i.e. business type and profitability and lending conditions including collateral requirements and interest rates. Although the study clearly identifies collateral and borrowing process as key barriers but ignores social and cultural factors like trust, informal networks or political influence that often shape lending decisions. However, an interpretivism would focus on how relationships, norms, and perceptions influence credit access, using interviews and case studies. Critical realism would highlight power dynamics and corruption, while pragmatism would combine numbers with real life stories, giving richer and more practical insights for policy.
They think financial inclusion and SME development as socially desirable and economically beneficial. So, they aim to inform policy and banking practices as they believe that improving SME’s access to credit supports economic growth and poverty reduction which is guided by author’s normative and practical values.
Ali et.al. (2022) uses primary survey of 180 SMEs and applies logistic regression for examining factors affecting credit access that reflects a clear, quantitative approach. They used variables like collateral, interest rates and borrowing procedures to strengthen analytical clarity. However, convenience sampling and a cross-sectional design limits generalisability and prevents causal inference, dependence on self-reported data may produce bias result. Also, the exclusive focus on SMEs overlooks supply side perspectives of banks. Overall, the methodology aligns with the positivist approach of the study, but the absence of qualitative insights restricts understanding of contextual and lived experiences.
Similarly, Akther, (2022) takes positivist approach as the study assumes that problems in SME financing are objective and measurable, treats issues like lack of proper accounts and capital, poor documentation and collateral requirements as fixed realities that can be calculated through surveys and statistical tools. Factor analysis and weighted mean scores were used to acquire the knowledge through numbers and it suggests that better documentation, improved collateral systems and streamlined lending processes are the solutions to the problem. The approach gives clear, structured results for policymakers but ignores the social and relational side of financing such as trust between banks and SMEs, informal networks and cultural attitudes toward borrowing are not identified. Using an interpretivist approach would reveal how SME owners and bankers perceive these barriers through interviews and case studies. A critical realist approach would highlight issues like power imbalance, corruption and gender bias in lending. A mixed-methods approach would combine numbers with real stories, offering broader understanding and more practical solutions.
The author thinks financial inclusion and SME development is vital for economic growth and poverty reduction, posits that enhancing SME’s credit access brings social and economic advantage. This axiological position encourages the study to shape policy and banking practices to expand credit access.
The study uses quantitative survey of 54 bankers using a Likert scale and deployed factor analysis with Varimax rotation to find out how bankers see key barriers to SME financing. The strong reliability tested by a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.86. Its focus on supply side perspective gives useful insight but the small sample size from a single region and exclusion of the borrowers view limits generalisability and holistic understanding. Also cross-sectional survey cannot explain cause and effect as it records perceptions at a single point. Overall the methodology aligns with a positivist epistemology and realist ontology by seeking objective relationships through quantitative analysis but the lack of qualitative data makes the contextual factors underexplored.
Mahmud & Tulla (2024) assumes access to rural finance is an objective reality that can be measured by distance, affordability, eligibility and institutional behaviour and uses surveys and statistics reflecting objective ontology and positivist epistemology. The data reveals that MFIs are more accessible than banks. Alternatively, interpretivist would explore how rural people actual views through interviews. A critical realist view would expose systemic issues like elite capture and gender bias, while pragmatic assumption would combine data with real stories for richer insights. The study is guided by values of financial inclusion and fairness in rural credit markets, with a focus on reducing unfair barriers such as complex procedures, collateral requirements and high cost.
The study uses a quantitative survey of 225 respondents across four rural markets supported by manager discussions and official statistics. Although clear and context-oriented data were collected but purposive sampling and male dominated respondents, mixing dated primary data with newer secondary data limits service coverage and consistency. The methodology aligns with objectivist ontology and positivist epistemology, capturing observable barriers, while advancing client-oriented values.

Most studies on SME credit access in Bangladesh adopt a positivist assumption as they intended clear, numerical evidence of barriers and determinants, making it the dominant choice in Bangladesh SME finance research.

3.2 Impact of Digital Financial Services on Credit Accessibility for CMSEs:
Multiple studies show that DFS, especially mobile banking has major impact on SMEs credit access increase. Terry et.al (2025) finds that mobile lending makes loan approvals faster and processes easier for SMEs but high interest rate, cyber security concern, small ticket size loans and lack of technical skill sometimes hinder adoption. Rehman et al. (2023) studied that mobile banking, big data and blockchain reduce information gaps, expedite verification process and reduce biasness that encourage bank to lend more. Sarker & Rahman (2025) show that DFS tools like mobile banking, ATM cards help to build credit histories and increase formal visibility of SME while the study of Johri et al. (2024) emphasize that internet access, owner education and digital record keeping improve compliance and increase lender confidence on SMEs. Overall DFS has positive impact on SME credit access but there are some challenges exists like cost, technical skills, trust and reaching the rural people.
Terry et.al (2025) stated that their study is grounded in the positivist philosophy as they assume mobile lending, digital banking, web platform, regulation and credit access are real facts and can be measured by numbers. They adopted descriptive cross-sectional survey design in combination with an explanatory research design. The descriptive design was used to systematically capture the current state of fintech adoption among MSMEs. The study used statistical tools to analyse survey data to find out whether DFS has positive effect on credit access for SMEs. The result showed strong positive connection between credit access and Fintech use. But due to cross-sectional survey, it cannot confirm Fintech is responsible for better credit access i.e. it failed to make causal relationship.
Interpretivism emphasises that humans are different from physical phenomena because they create meaning. Interpretivists study these meanings (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2023, p.150). Interpretivism could find out how enterprise owners perceive mobile loans, costs or online fraud by interviewing them. Critical realism would uncover the hidden mechanisms that make regulations effective and in what context they work best rather than just identifying that regulation has an influence. 
The study adopted Disruptive Innovation Theory to show how Mobile lending, digital banking and web platforms disrupt old banking methods and make it easier for firms to access credit. Statistical findings support this theory. It also highlights that regulation strengthens the link between fintech use and credit access because Regulatory framework establishes rules that ensures safety for the stakeholders. Collectively these frameworks complement each other because innovation drive change, encourage adoption and regulation ensures safety.
The positivist view of Rehman et al. (2023), believes that there is a real link between adoption of mobile banking, Big Data, blockchain and accessing more bank loans which they tested with a big survey and structural equation modelling (SEM). They pilot tested the reliability and validity before sharing the result, which ensures evidence but cross-sectional survey and  self-reported data limits its absolute certainty. Further cross‑sectional design limits the identification of cause and effect. The result might be influenced by complicated bank rules like KYC (Know your customer) checks or risk policies or such. Also the study did not mention about interest rates or loan defaults. Interpretivism could reveal why SMEs choose or avoid digital finance through interview. Critical realism could integrate quantitative outcome with deeper factor like regulation, data standards and power structures to find out how that shape Bank lending. Pragmatism could combine surveys with bank records and time‑series data to test cause‑and‑effect and see loan quality. 
Use of Technology adoption theory explains why SMEs employ technology like mobile banking, big data or blockchain and Information asymmetry theory interprets why banks increase lending when user data is more reliable. But it also poses limitations as it only measures adoption but does not say which reasons works behind it. Also bank processes like KYC, risk policies, credit policies are not directly observed. The study outcome is limited to credit supply, with no evidence on loan quality. It also fails to prove causality as it used cross-sectional survey. 
Ontologically Sarker & Rahman (2025) reflects critical realism. They treat digital infrastructure and financial outcomes like SME loans and borrower numbers as real and measurable.  It also assumes technology adoption, cost reduction influence credit access but the effects depend on context such as gender, literacy and local infrastructure. Its Epistemological position is post-positivism because here knowledge is generated by using statistics, regressions and Error Correction Models (ECM) with country level data where it can only estimate tendencies or probabilities, not absolute truth that DFS lead to or influence credit access. Positivism would not be effective here as the result have mixed finding like agent outlets sometimes have negative effects. Conversely interpretivism would not fit here as looks at people’s experiences but the study is based on macro level data sourced from the IMF Financial Access Survey (2023) supplemented with relevant secondary data from the Bangladesh Bank.
Sarker & Rahman (2025) combine Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), the Access–Use Continuum and Sen’s Capability Approach to explain digital financial inclusion in Bangladesh. TAM explains adoption of tools such as mobile banking and ATMs, the Access-Use Continuum shows how access results into actual use and the Capability Approach highlights empowerment effects. Using regressions and Error Correction Models the study finds that DFS increases SME loans and borrower numbers and benefits marginalised groups. Here the framework is reliable but national level data may limit regional and firm level credit access variation and credit access measured by borrower counts rather than actual loan values that only shows participation not effectiveness.
Johri et al. (2024) assumes that digital financial systems, firm characteristics like education and experience and business barriers like tax and licensing problems are real and exist independently of individual opinions. At the same time, it recognises that some important processes such as how alternative data and digital platforms improve credit access cannot be directly observed. This reflects the authors’ critical realist ontological position. Their study accepts that real structures and hidden mechanisms exist and produce outcomes even if they are not fully visible. For generating knowledge it relies on quantitative analysis using World Bank survey data, applying ANOVA and logistic regression i.e. through statistical testing and empirical observation. The findings are treated as probabilistic rather than absolute, meaning they show tendencies and likelihoods rather than fixed truths. This reflects a post-positivist epistemology, which accepts uncertainty and recognises that results can vary depending on context. 
3.3 Digital Credit and Business Performance: Evidence from CMSEs:
Studies show that DFS significantly enhance SME financial inclusion and performance. It increases SME profitability and growth by improving accessibility, reducing transaction costs, accelerating financial processes and simplifying documentation and helps quicker business start-ups and expansion (Thathsarani & Jianguo, 2022). Digital credit, micro-lending and fintech tools such as mobile wallets, blockchain, big data and AI reduce financing constraints, mitigate information asymmetry and improve income, business prospects and financial decision-making confidence that contribute to entrepreneurship, poverty reduction and broader economic growth (Alvi et al. 2025; Omowole et al. 2024; Sasia et al. 2024; Zhang et al. 2023). However, the impact is hindered by persistent challenges like cybersecurity and data-privacy risks, regulatory and institutional gaps, limited digital and financial literacy, infrastructure weaknesses in rural areas and the risk of over-indebtedness, also economically developed regions get more benefit than less developed ones (Alvi et al. 2025; Omowole et al. 2024; Zhang et al. 2023).
Thathsarani & Jianguo, (2022) finds a strong positive link between key aspects of financial inclusion like access, usage and quality and the performance of SME. The authors mentioned that this supports the earlier research in Srilanka and in other countries but contrast the research of Ritaa & Hurutab 2020 from their literature review that claim SME mainly try to handle their finances through their own funding and investments, rather than relying on external financial. 
The article argues that digital tools strengths financial inclusion and SME performance but these is not entirely accurate because how much the SMEs would be benefited from using DFS mostly depends on how well the SMEs adopt the technology.  Low digital literacy, fear or reluctance to use new technologies, limited trust in digital systems may hinder the SMEs ability to boost the business through DFS tools.
“The technology acceptance model is a model developed from the theory of reasoned action (TRA) and the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) with the aim of helping people understand the use and adoption of new technologies. In the technology acceptance model, perceived ease of use (the perception of how much effort one will exert when using a particular technology) and perceived usefulness (the subjective perception of how much the new technology will improve one’s performance) are the components that affect one’s attitude towards using the technology (Yurder, 2025, p. 498)”. The study’s findings show that TAM worked positively to moderate Financial Inclusion and SME performance meaning if SMEs find digital finance tools easy to use and useful they are more likely to accept them but variation among SMEs particularly in rural areas it may not be true due to lack of technical knowledge, reluctance and trust. The study reveals several limitations like generalizability to other country or regions as it conducted only two provinces in Sri Lanka, its cross-sectional survey cannot explain long term technology adoption result. Also small sample size of only 366 SMEs may not represent all sectors of the field and may result results.
Alvi et al.(2025) pointed out contradictory findings in their study that shows digital credit and micro-lending significantly improve financial inclusion and income stability but these benefits may not be sustainable without strong regulatory frameworks and consumer protection which may bring short-term empowerment but may not sustain in the long run. They also discussed that women, rural residents and digitally illiterate users face more difficulties while using DFS, especially women are offered less loan than men despite being reliable borrower. This contradicts the assumption that technology can eliminate financial exclusion. In the study 81.3% respondents have mobile wallet ownership but qualitative data reveals that they have trust issues on digital tools. This contradiction highlights psychological and security barriers despite technological convenience.
The study focuses on the immediate outcome but did not measure whether the improvement sustains in the long term. The study has been conducted in four countries having similar economy that can be generalized for developing countries only but comparing with alternative economies may reveal better what conditions make FinTech more effective at increasing inclusion. The study pointed out that fintech effectiveness requires ecosystem preparedness, fair design and regulatory protection but did not provide any regulatory policy recommendation.
Sasia et al. (2024) claims that fintech improves SME’s access to financial services by reducing barriers and driving innovation but also recognizes that the lack of financial education and insufficient technological infrastructure creates barriers for participation of SMEs. It creates tension between the theory and the reality. The study also claims that fintech offer greater agility and accessibility for SME but they also pose cyber security and data privacy concerns. So, it needs to balance the contradiction of technology innovation, adoption with risk mitigation. The study pointed out that effective collaboration between fintech companies and regulators are important because government plays an important role to help FinTech grow and at the same time ensure stability and safety. So how FinTech works within current government rules and regulations is crucial. 
The study finds that fintech use is high in Europe and Asia but lower in Africa and Latin America which challenges the assumption that fintech works equally everywhere in terms of access and benefits. It also limits generalizability as the study mostly exploratory and concentrated in Asia (65.4%). Here challenges were mentioned but areas like risk management strategies for SMEs using fintech, regulatory and legal challenges were not studied.
3.4. Regulatory and Policy Framework Supporting Digital Financial Ecosystems in Bangladesh:
Studies show that governments play a crucial role in enhancing digital financial inclusion and SME sustainability by creating supportive regulatory frameworks, building digital payment ecosystems and incentivising financial institutions (Tandilino et al., 2025; Johri et al., 2024). Financial and technical assistance, including subsidies and policy support help reduce SME’s financing barriers, promote fintech adoption and enhance innovation and business survival, particularly during periods of crisis (Wang & Ran, 2024; Najib et al., 2021; Abu et al., 2025). Regulations designed to widen access for low income groups support greater financial inclusion and bolster SME’s long-term stability (Widyastuti et al., 2024). 

But studies specifically focused on Bangladesh show mixed findings. The study of Hossain et al. (2023) and Saha et al. (2025) find that GS does not have significant effect and relationship between finance, finance literacy and SME growth or fintech adoption due to ineffective implementation. On the other hand, Pu et al. (2021) shows that GS can directly enhance SME sustainability and mediate the effects of innovative finance and technological adaptation. This suggest that effectiveness of GS depends largely on how well policies are designed and implemented.
Using only 74 SME sample size and one-time survey in the study of Saha et al. (2025) limits the generalizability across Bangladesh, also reduces reliability and external validity of the results. Also, data was collected from three locations only ignoring rural and remote areas where fintech adoption challenges may differ. The findings show GS is insignificant in SME growth but does not explore the reasons and type of support SMEs require. Also there is no analysis of policy gaps, regulatory barriers, or effectiveness of existing programs. Epistemologically depending on small sample size and one time survey limits knowledge claim as cause and effect cannot found. Long term studies or mixed approaches could improve knowledge. Ontologically Saha et al. (2025) assumes organizational readiness, financial literacy and GS have simple, unchanged effect on fintech adoption but in reality, these relationships aren’t fixed. Axiologically the study focuses on adoption but does not consider fairness, inclusion or ethics.
Hossain et al. (2023) looks at finance and financial literacy as resources. Other factors like technology, capital, skill, relationships and such are not included which cannot generalize the impact of resources on small firm growth. The study finds GS does not help improve the link between finance, financial literacy and growth but previous studies in the literature review show mixed results but it fails to resolve the debate. The study only measured financial growth but non-financial growth like customer satisfaction, innovation and sustainability were not considered.  The study also says GS is weak and poorly distributed but does not explain how and why, which needs further investigation. Epistemologically, as it uses cross-sectional survey so cause and effect cannot infer. Owner’s and manager’s self-reported growth and resources data may lead to bias. Better methods like long-term studies or mixed approaches would give stronger knowledge. Ontologically the study treats finance, literacy and government help as fixed things a business has but in reality, these are changing relationships. Axiologically study focuses on financial growth but ignores fairness, inclusion and ethics in GS.
Pu et. al. (2021) sees sustainability as short-term survival like retention of customers and partners but does not include social or environmental issues. It studies survey data to measure technology and finance use but does not use real transaction record or digital payment amount. The study focuses on SMEs in Dhaka city which fails to show how results differ for rural businesses or female led firms. It also discusses benefits of technology but leaves the associated risks like fraud, data privacy or cyberattacks. Ontologically the study treats businesses, government help and technology as fixed things with simple cause and effect links. But in reality these things change and affect each other in complex ways, especially during a crisis.  Epistemologically as the study uses surveys and statistics to make claims, but these are based on what people say, not actual data like transaction records. This means the results might not show the full truth. Also use of cross-sectional survey makes it hard to know if technology and finance really cause better survival or if successful businesses usually use these tools. Use of real transaction data like bank records would increase reliability. Considering axiology, the study focuses on making businesses efficient and keeping them alive but excludes fairness, privacy or the environment. 
Global studies show that strong GS like strong policies, digital ecosystems and financial incentives help fintech adoption and SME sustainability but in Bangladesh the studies show mixed result. Hossain et al. (2023) and Saha et al. (2025) report no significant impact while Pu et al. (2021) finds positive relation. However, reliance of these studies on small samples, cross-sectional surveys and self-reported data limits causal inference and oversimplifies dynamic relationships. 
[bookmark: _Hlk216206416]4.0. Philosophical & Methodological Analysis of Research article “Hoque, M. A. (2023). Fintech’s Game-Changing Opportunities for SMEs: A Study on Selected SMEs in Bangladesh”.  
It is selected because of its high relevance to SME growth in Bangladesh and provides useful context specific evidence. It uses survey data and clearly explained methods, which makes it possible to assess its quality and underlying philosophical assumptions in a clear and meaningful way.

4.1. Overview of the Article:
As a developing country the economic growth of Bangladesh relies heavily on SMEs as they account for more than 25% of the country’s GDP. Due to increased use of mobile phones and internet access Bangladesh is going through rapid digital transformation and fintech adoption. DFS such as mobile banking, digital lending and online banking are facilitating SME operations by reducing transaction costs and efficiency alleviation. 

The purpose of the study is to evaluate the impact of fintech on SME growth and identify how SMEs can navigate the benefits of FinTech for their business expansion. The author strongly believes that fintech can help SMEs to overcome traditional banking limitations and improve financial inclusion.

4.2 Ontology and Epistemology of the Study:
Here the author clearly obtained objectivist ontological stance as he treated fintech’s influence on SME growth as an objective reality that can be measured and employed organised surveys and focused on things like sales and revenues instead of personal experiences.

Similarly, using quantitative methods, including correlation and multiple regression via IBM SPSS, to evaluate hypotheses and determine causal relationships and interpreting based on numerical data, obtained from structured questionnaires and statistical analysis, clearly reflects a positivist epistemological approach for knowledge generation.

This philosophical position influenced the study to focus on measuring impact and effects, using quantitative methods and interpreting the findings based on statistical significance. But it does not show why or how Fintech affects small enterprises in different situation. To mitigate this limitation an interpretivist approach would ask how owners experience fintech, what “growth” means to them, and how trust, fees, or digital skills shape everyday use to acquire the knowledge from meanings and contexts which can be gathered by interviews, focus groups. 
On the other hand, critical realism views reality has several layers. It assumes that increased sales can be influenced deeper mechanisms that vary across different contexts.  It focuses on asking why, how and under what condition Fintech supports SMEs instead of only asking how much growth fintech creates, Knowledge is built through spotting patterns, identifying hidden causes and then testing them. The research design encompasses both quantitative methods qualitative like interviews or case studies. The results are explanatory models that show which mechanisms operate in which situations, along with policy recommendations such as clearer pricing rules or better agent training.
 	4.3. Axiology and Researcher Positionality:
The study takes a practical and economic position as it sees how fintech can support business growth, efficiency and better performance that reflects instrumental and utilitarian axiology.  Here FinTech is a positive tool that helps small businesses by improving the access to financial services, reducing transaction costs and increased operational efficiency. This way of thinking fits with common policy ideas about financial inclusion and digitalisation especially in developing countries like Bangladesh.

Sales growth and higher revenue considered as the success of business which shows a strong managerial and policy focused view of the matter. Other values like equity, business resilience, long term sustainability is not considered. Because of this study gives more importance to what can be measured in financial terms ignoring broader social and ethical implication of digital finance.

Aligned with Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) reflexivity enables a business researcher to critically examine their own values and assumptions and recognise how these shape research decisions and the interpretation of results. Here in the study the author does not clearly explain his own position or values. Also, there is no indication on how the researcher’s background or beliefs can influence the study. It suggests a positivist assumption that the researcher is neutral and objective but the lack of reflexibility reduces transparency because the study makes a strong claim that Fintech significantly affects SME growth in Bangladesh.

This is an important limitation considering DBA research philosophy point of view. Small businesses in Bangladesh face many structural challenges like low digital skill, regulatory pressures and informal business practices. In such context researcher’s values and assumptions usually influence how the research is designed and how the results are interpreted. 

 	4.4.  Methodological Quality: 
The study uses a quantitative and cross-sectional survey design collecting data through structured questionnaires and analysing it using statistical methods such as correlation and multiple regression with IBM SPSS and takes a positivist research approach. It tests reliability by using Cronbach’s Alpha to show that the survey questions about Fintech use and SME growth are consistent with each other, measurements are stable and can be used in future studies. Still the study does not clearly state how the survey questions were developed which creates some doubt about how well the concepts were measured. 
Here internal validity is partially supported by regression analysis that examines the relationship between Fintech services like mobile payments, digital lending and mobile banking and SME growth. However as the study adopted cross-sectional survey, it cannot prove cause and effect of the variables. It is not clear whether adoption of Fintech influences SME growth or more successful SMEs are more likely to use fintech.

Haque (2023) used purposive sampling to select SMEs that are relevant to the research topic and made sure that the sample fits the study’s purpose. However, the sample may not represent all SMEs in Bangladesh as 100 SMEs were selected from132 SME subsectors, out of which a total of 77 from 11 SME subsectors completed the questionnaire. It lacks generalizability because quantitative research tries to make results from a sample that applies to the whole population (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023), it cannot be taken for granted as this generalization only works when the sample is chosen correctly. 

On the contrary qualitative research is defined as a research process that uses inductive data analysis to learn about the meaning that participants hold about a problem or issue by identifying patterns or themes (Lewis, 2015, p. 473). Since the study adopted only quantitative methods, qualitative quality criteria like credibility, dependability and transferability are not applicable. This is also a methodological limitation as it fails to identify the insights into how SME experience and manage FinTech adoption.
        
4.5. Ethical Considerations
Ethical issues in the study indirectly mentioned in brief. Although using surveys usually involves low physical or emotional risk, the study does not clearly mention whether ethical approval was obtained or how informed consent, data confidentiality and participant anonymity were handled. This omission is important because research collects sensitive financial information like sales, revenue and banking behaviour. The study also omitted discussion of wider ethical concerns such as data privacy and surveillance risk, exclusion of SMEs that do not have digital skill or power asymmetries between SMEs and Fintech.
From the coursework perspective this weak treatment of ethics is a significant limitation.  A researcher with a more philosophically informed analysis would view Fintech not only as technology but also as a system of governance that has ethical effects on fairness, accountability, and access to finance for SMEs.



               4.6 Critical Appraisal: 
The study provides empirical evidence on the relationship between FinTech usage and SME growth in Bangladesh which has not been researched widely. The study is strong because it is relevant to SMEs and financial inclusions providing useful evidence from Bangladesh using acceptable statistical methods. However its positivist epistemology focuses only on numerical data and measurable outcomes as it does not explore how SME owners view growth, risk or long-term sustainability exposing limitation of the study. 

Its objectivist ontology assumes that the effects of FinTech exist independently of social context overlooking the trust, informal business practices and cultural norms that shape the financial behaviour in Bangladesh. Its instrumental axiology presents FinTech mainly as a solution rather than as a complex socio-technical system that may produce uneven or unequal outcome.

To help mitigate these gaps an interpretivists approach could explore how SME understands digital finance, build trust on it or face any barriers by using interviews or case studies. To identify a clear explanation why FinTech fails or succeed in different contexts, a critical realist approach could combine numerical results with big structural factors like rules, infrastructure and power dynamics. Use of these alternative research approaches may provide richer insights and more useful guidance than quantitative surveys alone.

5.0 Conceptual Framework:
Conceptual frameworks are like maps that represent the key elements and their interrelationships, help researchers to organize their studies, to design and carry out projects that aim to turn research findings into practical actions (Sale and Carlin, 2025). Studies focused on Bangladesh show finance and financial literacy are positively related to SME financial growth but GS does not strengthen these relationships implying implementation gaps. In general, global research show that DFS and government regulation can improve access and outcome but digital literacy slows the process. So the framework includes finance, literacy and DFS use as resources, GS as institutional context and growth and sustainability as outcome that shows moderating influences and the need for multi-dimensional measures.
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Figure-2: Conceptual Framework
Here Resource Based View sees DFS, finance and financial literacy that can help the business compete and succeed. Institutional Theory sees GS i.e. policies, infrastructure, inclusion programs as a moderator of the Resources that brings outcomes in the form of SME growth and sustainability.

6.0  Discussion: 
The scholarly findings show that both demand and supply side factors can constrain SMEs credit access creating a significant financing gap of 60.4% (Ali et. al.2022) in Bangladesh. However different technology innovations like DFS have become an essential enabler to close the financing gap. Service automation, mobile enabled service, alternative data, digital documentation, machine learning/AI, tailored/targeted products can address key inclusion challenges for SMEs like lack of collateral, credit information, financial literacy, skill and system, high financing cost and difficulty in registration and verification (World Bank, 2022). As a DFS solution, a major fintech company bKash entered in Bangladesh in 2011 and later Nagad and Rocket entered the market. Altogether they have gained 79% of microenterprise accounts (ADB, 2022). Rahman (2025) reports that MFS users in Bangladesh surged from 84.3 million in 2019 to 220 million in 2023, marking 160% growth in five years. Bangladesh now accounts for 11.93% of global mobile money accounts, positioning it as a leader in Asia. 
SMEs in Bangladesh adopted fintech primarily for better approval rates, faster disbursement and simplified processes. The impact is so far positive. Businesses reported significant improvements in revenue (87%), profit (86%) and customer base (87%) (CCAF & ADBI, 2025). More importantly fintech financing strengthened SME’s relationships with traditional banks, with 46% beginning to use credit products and 29% adopting savings or checking accounts (CCAF & ADBI, 2025). Private commercial banks in Bangladesh including City Bank, Mutual Trust Bank, Bank Asia and BRAC Bank are increasingly leveraging digital platforms, mobile apps and digital lending solutions to improve accessibility, reduce reliance on physical branches and provide SME focused financial services such as online account opening, e-KYC, mobile loan, e-loans, digital loans (The Daily Star Bangladesh, 2024; ADB, 2022). These outcomes indicate that DFS not only addresses immediate liquidity needs but also fosters long-term financial inclusion. However, SMEs face persistent challenges. Business costs increased for 79% of SMEs raising concerns about debt sustainability. Furthermore, 40% of respondents reported difficulty operating digital devices and 19% lacked understanding of fintech products (CCAF & ADBI, 2025). These issues highlight the need for improved digital literacy and transparency. 
The government of Bangladesh has highlighted the importance of SMEs in the Industrial Policy 2022 by recognizing them as a ‘thrust sector’ of the Bangladesh economy (Hossin et. al.2023). Recent government initiatives have improved digital infrastructure and financial inclusion and created opportunities for SMEs to adopt digital services but several regulatory shortcomings hinder SME expansion like fragmented and complex regulations, particularly in property transactions and land registration, increase operational costs and delay investment decisions, weak enforcement of anti-corruption laws aggravates the problem, as SMEs often without political connections are affected by bribery and informal payments for licenses and permits (IFC, 2025). Also, restrictive financial regulations such as price controls on digital payments and the absence of a clear framework for fintech lending, limit innovative financing options for SMEs reducing competitiveness for SMEs (IFC, 2025). 
It reveals from Bangladesh focused literatures that researches largely adopt positivist approach with cross-sectional survey with Likert scale measurement and regression analysis to find the link between resources like finance, literacy, DFS and outcomes like growth, survival. This epistemological stance can measure the variables and find patterns in them but it limits our ability to know why things happen and hides the reasons behind them. Ontologically it also treats complicated, connected processes like access to finance, policy actions and digital financial systems as fixed features of a company, ignoring differences in context such as rural vs. urban areas or gender or age of business or sector. Axiologically most studies focus mainly on efficiency and profits and rarely consider fairness, inclusion or ethical issues like privacy. Also reliance on cross‑sectional, self‑reported data creates common method bias and weakens causal inference.
Doctoral projects should adopt pragmatic, mixed research methods design as Bell and Warren (2023) discuss projects that only use large datasets for statistical analysis can become too theoretical and fail to offer practical steps for a specific organization. A mixed-method approach can solve this problem. DBA researchers can provide both measurable results and deeper understanding of context by combining quantitative data with qualitative insights and create tailored recommendations, balance objectivity with subjectivity meeting the needs of different stakeholders while ensuring the research is both rigorous and relevant to practice.
7.0 Conclusion:
SMEs have become one of the key elements for achieving sustainable economic growth of Bangladesh creating employment opportunities mostly in rural areas, poverty reduction and industrialization. Despite its significant contribution to economy the sector is still facing huge financing gap. Government has taken several initiatives but the studies find it insignificant. However global findings suggest that DFS can enhance formal credit access for SMEs and impact positively on business performance, which is also true in case of Bangladesh but its effectiveness gets constraints by digital literacy, financial literacy and policy execution.
Most studies in Bangladesh use cross-sectional designs and self-reported data which makes it hard to prove cause-and-effect because the data is collected at one point in time. These studies often rely on statistical analysis of quantitative surveys for generalization while ignoring qualitative methods that provide deeper context. Future research should use longitudinal designs to improve the accuracy of causal relationships, use real data to assess credit access, loan quality and business sustainability. Also, future research should measure innovation, resilience and capability to achieve long term sustainability besides sales or profit.
Preparation of this coursework reveals that understanding Research Philosophy is important for doctoral research since it is about researcher’s beliefs on reality, knowledge and values that shape how research is planned and carried out.
Ontology refers to the researcher assumption about the nature of reality as it shapes the way in which researcher see and study their research objects. Epistemology is about knowledge that answers what constitute acceptable, valid and legitimate knowledge and how researchers can communicate it to others (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2023,p.134). Positivism, interpretivism and pragmatism are the three epistemological stances. Positivism guide researchers to see reality through observable facts and data without personal opinions or bias. It focuses on scientific methods and aims to create general rules from what we observe. It uses a hypothesis to accept or reject the causality between variables and uses mainly quantitative methods to verify its hypothesis (Yong, Md Husin, & Kamarudin, 2021).
Interpretivism prioritises the richness of research context that helps researchers to understand differences between research participants through an in-depth investigation and they usually choose qualitative methods (Kabir & Ullah, 2019). Pragmatism on the other hand works with both interpretivism and positivism philosophies as a pragmatist researcher holds multiple views of the world (Kabir & Ullah, 2019) to whom “reality matters as practical effects of ideas, and knowledge is valued for enabling actions to be carried out successfully (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2023,p.153)”.
Axiology is the study of nature of value and value judgments that largely defines if a researcher is trying to explain or predict the world or he or she is only seeking to understand it (Kabir & Ullah, 2019). Understanding the above guides a DBA researcher to create a clear research plan starting from designing to analysing data.
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