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Abstract
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a vital role provide employment and supporting economy growth. However, SMEs are struggling to get finance due to unavailability of collateral, long approval processes, and high interest rates. Decentralised finance can provide alternative to SME Financing and improve the overall finance sector by using blockchain, real-World Asset (RWA) tokenization, stablecoins and Artificial Intelligence (AI).
To study this topic, a systematic literature review was conducted using PRISMA 2020 Framework. The time frame for this study was between 2022 to 2026 and the EBSCO, ScienceDirect, and ProQuest databases were used. Out of 1,565 articles, 40 peer-reviewed journal articles were selected.
The findings indicate that DeFi platforms and stablecoins can reduce the overall transaction costs and boost up the speed of transactions. Furthermore, RWA tokenization allows SMEs to convert their assets like equipment or unpaid invoices into digital token and use these tokens as loan colleteral. Additionally, Artificial intelligence can improve machine learning tools can improve credit scoring and automate the loan approval decision, as well as help to detect financial fraud. 
However, several major challenges like DeFi laws, smart contract security vulnerabilities, high cryptocurrency price volatility, and governance risks can create problems for DeFi growth.
In conclusion, DeFi cannot fully replace traditional banking but they can provide an alternative of traditional financing and improve SME liquidity and capital access. To achieve this, governments must create clear regulations, simple and safe DeFi platforms that can help SMEs access finance more easily.
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Glossary
1) AIRPoC - Artificial Intelligence -Enhanced Blockchain Consensus Framework
This framework used for automate regulatory compliance and risk management.
2) AI - Artificial Intelligence
A computer code-based program which automate the task and reduce time.
3) AMM - Automated Market Maker
A Smart contract protocol that prices and trades digital assets.
4) CBDC - Central Bank Digital Currency
A digital form of a country's sovereign fiat currency issued and regulated directly by its central monetary authority.
5) DAO - Decentralized Autonomous Organization
A blockchain program which operates via smart contracts.
6) DeFi - Decentralized Finance 
A blockchain-based finance system.
7) KYC/AML - Know Your Customer / Anti-Money Laundering
A customer identity protocol which use for tracing fund and prevent in to Money Laundering.
8) PoA - Proof-of-Authority – 
a reputation-based blockchain consensus algorithm where transactions and blocks are validated by pre-approved, verified entities instead of using computational power or financial stakes.
9) PRISMA 2020 
A Prisma protocol guideline which provide a systematic pathway to conduct for systematic literature review.
10)  RWA - Real-World Assets
A real asset which supports and provides value to digital token.
11)  STO - Security Token Offering
A regulated digital offering in which tokens representing real-world equity, debt, or asset rights are issued on a blockchain ledger.
12)  SCF - Supply Chain Finance
Technology-driven financial solutions designed to optimize working capital and liquidity by monetizing unpaid invoices and trade receivables.
13) TVL - Total Value Locked
It measures the total U.S. dollar value of digital assets deposited in decentralized finance.
14) Smart Contract
A Self-executing digital contracts which execute transactions on a blockchain when certain conditions are met.
15)  Stablecoin
A type of cryptocurrency designed to maintain a stable value.




[bookmark: _Toc241214644]Chapter 1 - Introduction  							                
[bookmark: _Toc241214645]1.1 - Background of the study
Businesses provide employment opportunities and play an importance role to developing a county as well as supporting economic growth. Big business of small business they all need finance to carry out their day-to-day operations, manage working capital, purchase equipment, pay suppliers, expand their activities and support their long-term development. Large businesses usually keep a good amount of cash and also have good credit in banks, With the help of this, they can easily fulfil their financial requirements. However, small and medium-sized enterprises face difficulties in accessing finance. Most of the SMEs do not have enough property or other assets to offer as security. Also, they have relatively small funding requirements, which can reduce their attractiveness to banks, while their weak financial records indicate higher amount of risk (International Finance Corporation, 2010).
Bank and other finance institutes like insurance companies, commercial finance companies, credit unions, leasing companies and microfinance institutions provide debts in the forms of loans, bills, bonds and other forms of credit and charge higher amount of interest, which create difficult for SMEs to access finance. In addition, getting finance from the traditional market like bank and other finance bodies require good credit score, collateral and a long process, Decentralised Finance can provide an alternative way for SMEs to access finance. 
[bookmark: _Toc241214646]1.2 - Introduction to DeFi 
Decentralized Finance is a one the most important development in finance field, DeFi uses blockchain and smart contracts and provide debt financing without depending on traditional financial intermediaries. By using blockchain-based systems DeFi also provide services like lending, borrowing, payments and other financial activities. Smart contracts provide safety and transparency of financial transactions and reduce the transaction cost and processing time. The literature review shows that DeFi has developed rapidly and has become an important area of research in digital finance.
 
The development of DeFi is particularly for financing provides alternative of traditional finance and can reduces the dependency of bank and other financial system. DeFi platforms use blockchain networks which provide financial services, records transaction and make transparency (Schär, 2021). Smart contracts are working on blockchain and automatically carries out an agreement when certain conditions are met (Wang et al., 2019). This may provide SMEs with faster access to financial services and reduce some of the costs associated with traditional financial processes. Also, stablecoins play a one of the most important parts in DeFi. Stablecoins are designed to maintain a relatively stable value which can be supported by different types of assets or mechanisms which reduces the price volatility associated with cryptocurrencies (Jeger et al., 2020). Stablecoins provide confidence to the lender and borrowers when using DeFi lending platforms. Furthermore, Real world asset tokenisation which provide the value to the stablecoins. Tokenisation in DeFi involves converting ownership rights of real assets into digital tokens that can be managed and transferred on blockchain platforms (Andryushin, 2024). 
Artificial intelligence provides another important area within this research. It helps to analyse the large amounts of financial data and enhance risk management, fraud detection, and decision-making processes (Francis & Paramaiah, 2025). AI can automate the transition and reduce the cost and provide transparency to the DeFi system. However, it does not mean that it will remove human from the system, in some study research found that traditional model work better than AI model in certain situations.  
Rule and regulation provide support to the DeFi platforms. DeFi operates across digital networks in different countries where Different countries have different rules and regulation for digital assets, lending, stablecoins, taxation, financial crime and consumer protection. This can create uncertainty for SMEs that want to use DeFi for financing. Clear regulatory requirements may help businesses understand their responsibilities, while excessive or unclear regulation may increase compliance costs. Also, Smart contract errors, cybersecurity problems and weaknesses in blockchain systems can also create operational and financial risks for SMEs.
All of these provide a strong support to DeFi where stablecoins are traded and transferred on blockchain platforms via using and real-world assets can be represented by digital tokens. This can improve the finance system and can become and alternative for SME financing. However, it does not mean that DeFi remove all the SME financing problems like borrower identification, credit assessment, collateral, repayment ability, cybersecurity and legal enforcement remain important.

[bookmark: _Toc241214647]1.3 – Research Gap 
DeFi is a modern financing system which operates on blockchain and has potential to change the current finance system. Between 2022 to 2026 DeFi developed rapidly, the evidence which support the DeFi as new financing system is limited. However, existing literature is still more focused on the technological development and its role in fund transfer, cost reduction and transparency. Furthermore, according to Kumar et al. (2023), SME market is facing financial Deficit of approximately $5.2 trillion worldwide. DeFi may help to reduce this gap by providing an alternative way for SMEs to get finance. 
[bookmark: _Toc241214648]1.4 - Research Aim
This research aims to find whether Decentralized Finance (DeFi) and Real-World Asset (RWA) tokenization can improve and become an alternative financing option for SMEs. It examines how stablecoin-based loans can help businesses grow and survive, while identifying the main challenges that prevent SMEs from adopting these financing methods.
[bookmark: _Toc241214649]1.5 – Research objectives
1. To identify and evaluate the emerging DeFi lending models, stablecoins, and RWA tokenization frameworks currently available to SMEs for debt financing. 
2. To analyse the impact of on-chain, RWA-backed debt financing on SME capital structure, operational growth, and financial sustainability. 
3. To investigate the primary regulatory, legal, and operational barriers preventing SMEs from accessing decentralized credit markets. 
4. To explore how Artificial Intelligence (AI) can be integrated with blockchain data to optimize credit risk assessment and automate underwriting for SME RWA lending.
[bookmark: _Toc241214650]1.6 - Research questions
1. What are the primary DeFi protocols, stablecoin mechanisms, and RWA frameworks available to SMEs seeking alternative debt financing? 
2. How does utilizing RWA-backed stablecoin debt impact the operational growth, liquidity management, and long-term financial survival of SMEs?
3. What are the key regulatory, smart contract, and operational risks that restrict SMEs from adopting DeFi debt financing?
4. In what ways can AI-driven data analytics and machine-learning models enhance credit risk assessment for SME asset tokenization in DeFi?
[bookmark: _Toc241214651]1.7 – Research Methodology 
This research uses a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to study the role of Decentralised Finance in SME growth and sustainability. The research uses Secondary data for research and follows the PRISMA 2020 guidelines to answer question. The literature was collected from three main data source such as EBSCO, ScienceDirect and ProQuest and filtered Peer-reviewed journal articles in English language. After using the keywords like DeFi, decentralised finance, stablecoins, blockchain lending, RWA tokenisation, SME financing, digital debt, credit risk, regulation and AI, 1,565 articles were found. 77 duplicate articles were removed and finally 40 articles were selected to conduct research where only 5 articles are directly connected to the use of DeFi for SME financing. This research uses secondary data, which means there was no new information collected from SME owners, managers or financial institutions. Instead of that, the research uses information from existing academic studies. 
Overall, the systematic approach and PRISMA 2020 framework provide a clear method for identifying and analysing the existing literature. The methodology helps the research examine the potential of DeFi and digital debt for SME financing while also considering the risks, regulations and challenges involved. 




[bookmark: _Toc241214652]1.8 - Dissertation Structure
The dissertation is organised into six chapters. Chapter one is the introduction of the dissertation where it provides brief information about the DeFi use for SME financing. second chapter explains the methodology used the systematic literature review process.

Chapter three is based on reviews the existing literature on DeFi, stablecoins, RWA tokenisation, SME financing, risk, regulation and AI.  Chapter four presents expected findings from the selected studies and chapter five provide limitation of the study. The  chapter six presents the conclusion and future recommendations for research.












[bookmark: _Toc241214653]Chapter 2 – Methodology							

[bookmark: _Toc241214654]2.1 - Research Approach
All the research follows a specific methodology that aligns with the research questions, philosophical stance, and data collection and analysis methods, with attention to ethical standards and clear reporting. Researcher use different types of literature reviews which help research to examines and summarises existing research of the specific topic and develop a clear understanding of current knowledge to study existing research. Integrative reviews for combination of diverse research methodologies (Whittemore and Knafl, 2005), narrative review which involves a qualitative synthesis of existing literature without the strict methodological rigor or structured search strategies that Define systematic reviews (Raimundo, 2026), Meta-analysis which combine different study to get accurate conclusion (Paul and Barari, 2022)and Systematic literature review provides critically analysed research of any specific topic by identify, select, and combine relevant studies by using step-by-step methodology to identify gaps in existing research while providing useful recommendations for future studies (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003).
[bookmark: _Toc241214655]2.2 - Justification of the Selected Research Approach
Research philosophy includes concepts like ontology, epistemology, and axiology. To understand this relationship with quantitative and qualitative research methods it can be challenging for researcher when they determine their relevance to a particular subject area (Mkansi and Acheampong, 2012). Positivist research philosophy is based on the idea that knowledge is obtained from observable and measurable facts which focuses on empirical evidence, scientific methods, objectivity, and hypothesis testing (Kapilima, 2024) and this positivist research philosophy suitable for the study because of the uses of secondary data and existing academic studies related to Decentralized Finance (DeFi), digital debt financing, blockchain technology, and SME development.
Researchers use Systematic Literature Review to combine existing research in a clear and organized way which helps them to identify important themes, research gaps, and future trends in a specific area. This method helps researchers to understand about the field and future scope of development (Przytuła, 2024). Systematic Literature Review used PRISMA Framework, bibliometric analysis, and network analysis to improve transparency and reliability of the review (Malhotra, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc241214656]2.3 - PRISMA 
PRISMA Framework uses 2020 guideline is an updated version of the 2009 PRISMA guidelines. It Follow the new recommendations of reporting for Systematic Literature Reviews and helps researchers clearly identify, select, evaluate, and combine research studies (Page et al., 2021). PRISMA 2020 framework is divided into four stages, Identification Stage, Screening Stage, Eligibility Stage and Included Stage and this step-by-step process help researcher to find appropriate data for the research.  	
[bookmark: _Toc241214657]2.4 - Selection and Justification of Database
For extracting relevant articles, Relevant peer-reviewed journal articles were searched and the timeframe taken from 2022 to 2026. The UWTSD library data used to access and verify research articles from EBSCO, Elsevier Science Direct Journals, ProQuest. All the article used for the research are in English language and relevant to the research. EBSCO helps researchers access reliable and peer-reviewed sources and provides access to full-text articles (Robins, 2022), Elsevier Science Direct Journals are famous for providing high-quality peer-reviewed journal articles from leading academic publishers (Srivastava and Kumar, 2018) and ProQuest widely used for the academic research materials (Pal, 2014).All of these data provide a valuable resource for conducting for systematic research in the field and the recent academic literature article help to identify the previous research gap and support the achievement of the research objectives. 












[bookmark: _Toc241214658]2.5 - Data Screening

[bookmark: _Toc241081644][bookmark: _Toc241158828][bookmark: _Toc241159609][bookmark: _Toc241160048]Table 1 Data Screening. Source created by author
	Criteria
	Inclusion
	Exclusion

	Publication type
	Peer-reviewed journal articles
	Conference papers, reports

	Language
	English
	Non-English

	Year
	2022–2026
	Before 2022

	Topic
	DeFi, blockchain, Stablecoin, SMEs and Artificial Intelligence 
	Unrelated studies

	Access
	Full-text available
	Restricted access



				
Firstly, Search the data by using the keywords in the databased to find the relevant article, this research used the key words like (Decentralized Finance Stablecoin) OR (Decentralized Finance) OR (Stablecoin) OR ((Decentralized Finance) OR (Stablecoin)) OR ((Decentralized Finance) AND (Stablecoin)) OR (("Decentralized finance") AND ("stablecoin")) OR ((decentralize finance) OR (decentralized finance) OR (DeFi stable coin) OR (stablecoin)) OR (("stablecoin mechanisms") AND ("DeFi applications")) OR (blockchain finance stablecoin) OR ((cryptocurrency) AND (decentralized finance) AND (stablecoin)) OR (Decentralize Finance and Stable coin)AND(SME)AND(Artificial intelligence)(RWA tokenization))))and filtered with English language and Peer articles, first searched Identified 1565 articles, EBSCO – 95 , Elsevier Science Direct Journals – 417 , ProQuest – 1053. After getting the result, found 77 duplicate articles which were removed from the list and final outcome comes in 1488 Peer review articles. 19 articles found from the Irrelevant source which excluded and for most accurate and relevant articles for the research searched via scrutinised it. Forth step, excluded 261 articles which has access restriction, 1160 of them Irrelevant Content based on research objectives and sub question. Finally, 48 articles were finalised from them 8 articles removed because they are specific for an industry.























Article Identification Via Library Database


Records Identified (n = 1565)
EBSCO (n =95) 
Elsevier Science Direct Journals (n =417)
ProQuest (n=1053)


Identification




Duplicate record removed
(n=77)







Screening

Articles Screened 
(n=1488)


Records excluded as irrelevant sources
 (n = 19)



Restricted access (n=261) excluded
Irrelevant content (n=1160) excluded
Industry-specific articles (n-8) removed
Records assessed for eligibility
(n=1469)







Inclusion

Study included in review
(n=40)

 


[bookmark: _Toc241081707][bookmark: _Toc241158867][bookmark: _Toc241160065][bookmark: _Toc241160160]Figure 1 Prisma. source created by author


	



[bookmark: _Toc241214659]2.6 - Sample Size Justification
After the data screening process and scrutiny, 40 articles were selected as the final sample for analysis and the number of selected articles is relatively small, in this research due to the limited time frame, it is considered acceptable for a Systematic Literature Review. Therefore, the selected 40 articles were considered adequate to identify key themes, analyse existing knowledge, and address the research objectives. All of these articles include all the objectives and sub questions and to support the research and authenticity of the evidence used in this systematic literature review make it simple.
[bookmark: _Toc241214660]2.7 – Ethics 
When conducting systematic reviews, researcher need to understand the sensitive areas like humanitarian, mental, healthcare and ethical issues and they need avoid or should take permission before conductive research. Also, they need to protect vulnerable groups, involve communities, and balance academic quality with practical relevance (Bruno and Haar, 2020). These reviews emphasize the importance of respecting beneficence, justice, and respect for persons, while acknowledging unique contextual challenges like informed consent and cultural sensitivity. The study uses only existing academic literature and does not include and personal data of any individual or the origination and ensured that information from previous studies was not misrepresented.
[bookmark: _Toc241214661]2.8 - limitation
This research has several methodological limitations that should be acknowledged. This Research is based on a Systematic Literature Review and depend on the academic study and research rather than primary data collected from SME owners, financial institutions, or DeFi platform users. Also, the timeframe to conduct this research is limited and findings depend on the quality and availability of existing literature. DeFi, blockchain, and digital lending technologies are a new field and rapidly developing areas, means new research and development in these areas not be fully represented within the selected timeframe. The research is limited by the selected databases, language restrictions, and inclusion criteria. However, the systematic approach provides a good basis for understanding current research and identifying areas for future research.
[bookmark: _Toc241214662]2.9 - Data Extraction and Analysis
The 40 articles are exported in Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, and the important information about the article is recorded in tabular format, including title, sources and publication year. These articles selected based on the research sub topic and sub question and make sure that the aim could be achieved. Table - 1 is showing final article for the study.






[bookmark: _Toc241081645][bookmark: _Toc241158829][bookmark: _Toc241159610][bookmark: _Toc241160049]Table 2 Data extraction. Source Created by the author 
	Sr no 
	Article
	Source
	No of Article Selected 
	Publish Year

	1
	Task management in decentralized autonomous organization
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2022

	2
	Risk Forecasting Comparisons in Decentralized Finance: An Approach in Constant Product Market Makers
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	3
	Applications and Management of Blockchain Technologies in Financial Services
	ProQuest
	1
	2026

	4
	Stablecoin depegging risk prediction
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2024

	5
	Stablecoins and short-term funding markets
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2026

	6
	From adoption to continuance: Stablecoins in cross-border remittances and the role of digital and financial literacy
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2025

	7
	What happens when stablecoins are introduced? Evidence from short-term funding market
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2025

	8
	CBDCs, regulated stablecoins and tokenized traditional assets under the Basel Committee rules on crypto assets
	ProQuest
	1
	2025

	9
	A survey of DeFi security: Challenges and opportunities
	ProQuest
	1
	2022

	10
	Blockchain for finance: A survey
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	11
	Toward Decentralized Intelligence: A Systematic Literature Review of Blockchain-Enabled AI Systems
	ProQuest
	1
	2025

	12
	Promise of AI in DeFi, a Systematic Review
	ProQuest
	1
	2022

	13
	Monetary attribute of stablecoins: A theoretical and empirical test
	ProQuest
	1
	2023

	14
	Decentralized finance (DeFi) markets for startups: search frictions, intermediation, and the efficiency of the ICO market
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	15
	Do we still need financial intermediation? The case of decentralized finance – DeFi
	ProQuest
	1
	2022

	16
	What’s holding back blockchain finance? On the possibility of decentralized autonomous finance
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2022

	17
	Breaking the chains of traditional finance: A taxonomy of decentralized finance business models
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	18
	DIGITAL CURRENCIES, BLOCKCHAIN, AND THE FUTURE OF GLOBAL TRADE
	ProQuest
	1
	2025

	19
	Systematic Analysis of Decentralized Finance
	ProQuest
	1
	2025

	20
	Revolutionizing Finance: Decentralized Finance as a Disruptive Challenge to Traditional Finance
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	21
	Autonomous AI agents in decentralized finance: Market dynamics, application areas, and theoretical implications
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2026

	22
	Smart Contract Security in Decentralized Finance: Enhancing Vulnerability Detection with Reinforcement Learning
	ProQuest
	1
	2025

	23
	Assessing global interest in decentralized finance, embedded finance, open finance, ocean finance and sustainable finance
	ProQuest
	1
	2023

	24
	Competitive dynamics between decentralized and centralized finance lending markets
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2024

	25
	International business and decentralized finance
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	26
	Centralized use of decentralized technology: Tokenization of currencies and assets
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2024

	27
	Equity capital financing of Swedish SMEs, innovation, and decentralized management
	ProQuest
	1
	2025

	28
	AIRPoC: An AI-Enhanced Blockchain Consensus Framework for Autonomous Regulatory Compliance
	ProQuest
	1
	2025

	29
	Digital assets: risks, regulations, mitigation
	ProQuest
	1
	2026

	30
	Financial crime in the decentralized finance ecosystem: new challenges for compliance
	ProQuest
	1
	2023

	31
	Filling the SME credit gap: a systematic review of blockchain-based SME finance literature
	ProQuest
	1
	2023

	32
	A taxonomy of blockchain technology application and adoption by small and medium-sized enterprises
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	33
	AI-driven blockchain lending for sustainable development: a machine learning framework for loan risk and eligibility classification
	ProQuest
	1
	2026

	34
	Free banking theory: literature review and relevance to the regulation of cryptocurrencies debate
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	35
	Enhancing enterprises trust mechanism through integrating blockchain technology into e-commerce platform for SMEs
	Elsevier ScienceDirect Journals
	1
	2024

	36
	Deciphering DeFi: A Comprehensive Analysis and Visualization of Risks in Decentralized Finance
	ProQuest
	1
	2023

	37
	A Review on Decentralized Finance Ecosystems
	EBSCO
	1
	2024

	38
	The Taxonomy of Blockchain-based Technology in the Financial Industry [version 2; peer review: 2 approved]
	ProQuest
	1
	2023

	39
	Decentralized Finance (DeFi) assurance: early evidence
	ProQuest
	1
	2024

	40
	Blockchain‐Based Financial Systems: Trust, Transparency, and the Future of Decentralized Finance
	ProQuest
	1
	2025


				 

[bookmark: _Toc241214663]Chapter 3 - Main findings 							   
[bookmark: _Toc241214664]3.1.1 - Numerical Analysis 
The numerical analysis presents the data and method used to collect the data for literature review. PRISMA framework shows the process of identifying and selecting the articles, including criteria and the final outcome for conduct the research (Cooper et al., 2018). Numerical analysis in systematic literature reviews involves collecting and analysing numerical data from different studies and also includes the methods for dealing with missing data like estimating missing means or standard deviations to help researchers to use incomplete data and improve its accuracy for data analysis (Weir et al., 2018).
The 40 articles selected for the systematic literature review present the numerical analysis to identify the patterns and characteristics of existing literature review. As shown in Figure – 1 and table 2 present the initial search using the selected keyword for finding data from data source comes with 1565 articles where 77 articles were duplicate and removed from the list and 19 of them were from irrelevant source, 261 articles were restricted access and 1160 articles were not connecting to the research topic or irrelevant content and 8 articles were industry specific by removing all of these 40 final articles found for literature review.

[bookmark: _Toc241214665]3.1.2 - Publication Year Distribution 
Publication year helps to identify the growth and turning points of a research field by showing year-by-year data. This allows researchers to identify patterns and trends in the development of the research area (Rhaiem and Bornmann, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc241081646][bookmark: _Toc241158830][bookmark: _Toc241159611][bookmark: _Toc241160050]Table 3.publication year.  Source Created by the author
	Year
	Number of articles
	Relative Percentage (%)

	2022
	5
	12.50%

	2023
	6
	15.00%

	2024
	14
	35.00%

	2025
	10
	25.00%

	2026
	5
	12.50%

	
	
	100.00%


		

   

[bookmark: _Toc241081708][bookmark: _Toc241158868][bookmark: _Toc241160066][bookmark: _Toc241160161]Figure 2 Numbers of articles. Created by author
	
The analysis of the systematic literature review of 40 articles according to the publication year shows the clear growth the research. The corpus began with 5 articles in 2022 (12.5%) and 6 articles in 2023 (15.0%). DeFi and Stable coin Interest jumped significantly in 2024, accounting for 14 articles (35.0%) and that was the turning year for the DeFi and block chain finance system. In the next year 2025, 10 (25.0%) articles were published which present the steady growth in field. In 2026, 5 articles which is (12.5%) of the total articles were published and showing a continues growth in this sector. In total, 29 out of the 40 articles (72.5%) were published after 2023, which is that the systematic literature review of this topic is relies on very recent data which is making it a more valuable for analyse the growth and demand of DeFi and block chain finance system.

[bookmark: _Toc241214666]3.1.3 - Research Methodologies 
Research methodology explains the methods and procedures used to solve a research problem and helps researchers understand the methods used in the study (Chen, Chen and Hu, 2020). In academic research, collecting data from different methods help research to find the answers of question and there are different types of data and methods are used for conducting research However, it may be challenging for researchers to select the most appropriate type of data collection based on the type of data that is used in the research which can be qualitative or quantitative and they can also use surveys, interviews, observations, or document analysis as primary techniques to get data (Taherdoost, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc241158831][bookmark: _Toc241159612][bookmark: _Toc241160051]Table 4 Methodology used for Literature. Source created by author
	Methodology Category
	Number of Articles 
	Percentage 

	Systematic / Literature Review
	12
	30.00%

	Qualitative & Conceptual
	11
	27.50%

	Econometric & Regression
	7
	17.50%

	Empirical Quantitative
	6
	15.00%

	Machine Learning & AI Modelling

	4
	10.00%

	Total
	40
	100.00%


		



[bookmark: _Toc241158869][bookmark: _Toc241160067][bookmark: _Toc241160162]Figure 3 Percentage Breakdown of literature. Source created by author
			

Methodology provides a structural framework to research, In this systematic literature review, 30% of articles used the Systematic Literature Reviews and analysing the data of another researcher by using PRISMA guideline. 27.5% of the articles are using the Qualitative & Conceptual method which is a second largest methodology that researcher had used.  17.5% researchers had used Econometric & Regression while in 15% of articles used Empirical Quantitative, only 4 articles which is a 10% of total had used the Machine Learning & AI Modelling. Overall, the analysis showing that systematic and literature review methods were the most commonly used approaches between the 40 selected articles.  
[bookmark: _Toc241214667]3.1.4 - Geographic Distribution of Studies  
Geographic distribution shows the number of research articles published in different countries. It helps researchers identify the contribution of different countries to the research field and understand the geographical pattern of the research (Drewnowski, Rehm and Arterburn, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc241158832][bookmark: _Toc241159613][bookmark: _Toc241160052]Table 5 - Geographic Distribution. Source created by author
	Country
	Number of Studies
	Percentage

	Brazil
	1
	2.50%

	CANADA
	1
	2.50%

	China
	4
	10.00%

	France
	1
	2.50%

	Germany
	4
	10.00%

	India
	5
	12.50%

	Indonesia
	2
	5.00%

	Israel
	1
	2.50%

	Italy
	1
	2.50%

	Multi country
	2
	5.00%

	Nigeria
	1
	2.50%

	Republic of Korea
	2
	5.00%

	Romania
	1
	2.50%

	Slovakia
	1
	2.50%

	South Korea
	1
	2.50%

	Sweden
	1
	2.50%

	Switzerland
	1
	2.50%

	Taiwan
	1
	2.50%

	United Kingdom
	3
	7.50%

	USA
	6
	15.00%

	Total
	   40
	100.00%


			

[bookmark: _Toc241158870][bookmark: _Toc241160068][bookmark: _Toc241160163]Figure 4 Geographical dispersion of the selected articles. Source created by author

This chart shows the number of research has done in the country and showing the interest toward DeFi, stablecoin and blockchain-based finance in all these countries. Maximum number of research articles were published in the USA, which is a 15% of all the research and India ranked second, with 5 research articles, 12.5% of all the article which shows the India and USA hold more than 25% of the research in these sectors and showing the increasing interest toward these financial sectors. China and Germany each published 4 articles while and United Kingdom contributed 3 research articles which shows almost 50% of articles are published in this country. Country like Indonesia and Republic of Korea contributed 2 each research articles and all of the remaining other countries of this list has published 1 article, showing growing academic interest in this sector.
[bookmark: _Toc241214668]3.1.5 - Research Themes and Topic Distribution 
In numerical analysis of systematic literature reviews analysing research themes and topic distribution helps to understand the main areas research within of field and also shows commonly studied and research interests (Raulamo-Jurvanen et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc241158833][bookmark: _Toc241159614][bookmark: _Toc241160053]

Table 6 Theme. Source Created by author
	Research Theme
	Article 
	Percentage 

	DeFi
	35
	87.50%

	Stablecoins
	24
	60.00%

	SME Financing
	16
	40.00%

	Real-World Assets (RWA)
	14
	35.00%

	AI
	11
	27.50%

	Total
	40
	100.00%



All these articles are talking about the combine data of all these elements which are used for developing and conducting research about the decentralised finance, stablecoin, real World Assets, AI and SME Financing. This research is mainly focused on the Decentralised finance, where 35 out of 40 studies which is 87.50% of all research conduct on the Decentralised finance. Stablecoins are the second most common where 60% of the articles are focused on DeFi and stablecoin. SME financing appears in 16 studies which is 40.00% of all the articles, followed by RWA tokenisation in 14 studies (35%) and AI in 10 studies (27.50%). This data present that the Decentralised finance for SME is a growing sector and receiving increasing attention from researchers.





[bookmark: _Toc241214669] 3.1.6 - Research Focus on SME Financing 
Out of the 40 articles only 16 articles are directly and partially talking about SME financing.

[bookmark: _Toc241158834][bookmark: _Toc241159615][bookmark: _Toc241160054]Table 7 Categorical Analysis of SME. Source created by author
[image: ]
				

[bookmark: _Toc241158835][bookmark: _Toc241159616][bookmark: _Toc241160055]Table 8 Summary of category analysis. Source created by author
	Research Focus
	Articles
	Percentage 

	Direct SME focus
	5
	31.25%

	Partial SME relevance
	11
	68.75%

	Financing Access
	7
	43.75%

	Cost of Finance
	5
	31.25%

	Credit Availability
	7
	43.75%

	Growth/Survival
	4
	25.00%

	Alternative Financing
	11
	68.75%




After analysing the data, only 16 articles are talking about SMEs financing, table – 7 is a summer of table – 8 , which is presenting the limited number of studies directly focus on SMEs while many studies partially discussed about the DeFi, stablecoins, blockchain-based finance and alternative financing. Out of the 16 articles only 5 articles studies directly focus on SMEs and all other 11 articles studies have partial relevance to SMEs. Financing access is discussed in 7 articles, which is almost 44% of the total articles presenting the financial access is the important issue within the selected literature. Cost of finance is examined in 5 studies (31.25%), showing the transaction costs is also an important point for researches and credit availability appears in 7 studies (43.75%). These studies consider the availability of credit and lending opportunities through new financial technologies. Growth and survival are discussed in 4 studies (25%), showing relationship between alternative financing and the long-term growth and survival of SMEs.11 studies (68.75%) are discussed about Alternative financing, making it the most common focus among the SME-relevant studies. These studies examine DeFi, stablecoins, blockchain-based lending and other digital financing mechanisms as potential alternatives to traditional sources of finance.

[bookmark: _Toc241214670]3.1.7 - Risk and Regulation Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc241158836][bookmark: _Toc241159617][bookmark: _Toc241160056]Table 9 Risk and Regulation Analysis. Source created by author
	Variable
	Yes
	%
	No
	%

	Risk
	38
	95.00%
	2
	5.00%

	Regulation
	29
	72.50%
	11
	27.50%


	
Risk is the main element in all these existing literatures on DeFi, stablecoins and blockchain-based finance 38 out of 40 are talking about risk because they are new and risk associate with it is very higher, while only 2 articles did not identify risk-related issues in it. This shows that risk is one of the main components covered in all this research. Regulation was discussed in 29 articles, which is 72.5% of all the articles while 11 articles (27.5%) did not consider regulation in their studies. This show that regulatory issues are also an important part of the research on DeFi, stablecoins and blockchain-based finance.
Overall, the analysis presents that risk and regulation in the selected literature, with 95% of the studies discussing risk compared with 72.5% discussing regulation. This suggests that managing risk and addressing regulatory issues are important factors in the development and wider adoption of DeFi and blockchain-based financial systems.
After analysis the numbers and data with different comparations, the data is presenting the 40 articles used for the systematic literature review provides wide range of comparation between the articles and these comparations provides a way to conduct research and find gap to answer the question.
[bookmark: _Toc241214671]3.1.8 - Journal/Publication Distribution  
Analysing the publication or journal show the patterns in research productivity and influence within a field and present the data of article like how many articles they have published and how the field is developing over time (Li et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc241158837][bookmark: _Toc241159618][bookmark: _Toc241160057]Table 10 Author, Journal and Publication analysis. Source created by author
	No.
	Author
	Journal

	1
	Zhao et al. (2022)
	Journal of Operations Management

	2
	Almeida et al. (2025)
	Computational Economics

	3
	Arshadi & Dombrowski (2026)
	Journal of Risk and Financial Management

	4
	Lee et al. (2025)
	Pacific-Basin Finance Journal

	5
	Barthélemy et al. (2026)
	Journal of International Money and Finance

	6
	Ante (2025)
	Telematics and Informatics

	7
	S R Kim (2025)
	Finance Research Letters

	8
	Wong, Chan and Yousaf (2025)
	Journal of Financial Regulation and Compliance

	9
	Li et al. (2022)
	Journal of King Saud University

	10
	Wu et al. (2024)
	The institution of Engineering and technology

	11
	Al Jasem et al. (2025)
	Information

	12
	Sadman et al. (2022)
	Digital

	13
	Meng Fan & Jinping Dai (2023)
	AIMS National Accounting Review

	14
	Paul P. Momtaz (2024)
	Small Business Economics

	15
	Agostino, Salvi & Bordin (2023)
	Finance Research Letters

	16
	Harwick & Caton (2022)
	The Quarterly Review of Economics and Finance

	17
	Beinke et al. (2024)
	Electronic Markets

	18
	Kumar et al. (2025)
	Lex Localis - Journal of Local Self-Government

	19
	Szrajber, Alon & Levy (2025)
	Journal of Global Information Management

	20
	Mirdala (2024)
	Theoretical and Practical Research in Economic Fields

	21
	Ante (2026)
	Technological Forecasting & Social Change

	22
	de Leon et al. (2025)
	Applied Sciences

	23
	Ozili (2023)
	Asian Journal of Economics and Banking

	24
	Son & Ryu (2024)
	International Review of Financial Analysis

	25
	Harvey & Rabetti (2024)
	Journal of International Business Studies

	26
	Zhang, Gong & Zhou (2024)
	Structural Change and Economic Dynamics

	27
	Ström et al. (2025)
	International Journal of Innovation Science

	28
	Sejin Han (2025)
	Electronics

	29
	Teng et al. (2026)
	Financial Innovation

	30
	Christoph Wronka (2023)
	Journal of Financial Crime

	31
	Deepak Kumar et al. (2023)
	Journal of Trade Science

	32
	Deepak Kumar et al. (2024)
	Entrepreneurial Business and Economics Review

	33
	Ramar et al. (2026)
	PeerJ Computer Science

	34
	Simon D. Norton (2024)
	Journal of Financial Regulation and Compliance

	35
	Asaithambi et al. (2024)
	Egyptian Informatics Journal

	36
	Weingärtner et al. (2023)
	Journal of Risk and Financial Management

	37
	Alamsyah, Kusuma & Ramadhani (2024)
	Future Internet

	38
	Alamsyah & Syahrir (2023)
	F1000Research

	39
	Bourveau, Brendel & Schoenfeld (2024)
	Review of Accounting Studies

	40
	Chatterjee, Musa & Kliestik (2025)
	Equilibrium. Quarterly Journal of Economics and Economic Policy


				
The 40 selected articles were published across 37 different journals showing that research on DeFi, stablecoins, blockchain-based finance, RWA tokenisation and AI are spread across a wide range of academic publications. Journal of Risk and Financial Management, Finance Research Letters and Journal of Financial Regulation and Compliance, these three journal had published two, which is 5.0% of the total sample article while all the other published one. The wide distribution of publications shows that the research cover areas like finance, accounting, information systems, economics, technology, risk management and international business. Overall, this analysis showing that the interest toward this field is growing.
[bookmark: _Toc241214672]3.1.9 - Theme Relationship Analysis
The Theme Relationship Analysis showing the relationships between research themes and provides a deeper understanding of how the selected articles or studies connect DeFi with stablecoins, RWA tokenisation, AI and SME financing. Publication year and methodology are different from theme because one article can cover many ideas and topic in it, Therefore, one article can cover more than one theme, so the percentages do not have to add up to 100%.
After analysing all the data, a very strong relationship between DeFi and stablecoins has seen, 21 of the 40 articles (52.5%) discussing both which showing that the stablecoins are closely associated with DeFi within the selected literature. The interaction between stablecoins and RWA appeared in 11 studies (27.5%), while 10 studies (25.0%) combined DeFi and AI. 10 studies (25.0%) examined both stablecoins and SME financing and SME financing.
This indicates that stablecoins are closely associated with the development and operation of DeFi financial systems within the selected literature. The relationship between DeFi and RWA was also significant, with 13 studies (32.5%) addressing both areas. Similarly, 13 studies (32.5%) connected DeFi with SME financing, showing that decentralised finance is the main technological theme within the SME-related literature.
In 9 studies SME financing and RWA both were jointly discussed which was 22.5% of the studies%), while 10 studies (25.0%) combined DeFi and AI. Furthermore, 10 studies (25.0%) examined both stablecoins and SME financing.
[bookmark: _Toc241214673]3.1.10 - Overall Synthesis
The numerical analysis of the 40 selected studies provides an overall picture of the development, characteristics and main research priorities within the literature on DeFi, stablecoins, blockchain-based finance, RWA tokenisation, AI and SME financing. The Publication analysis is presenting the year-by-year development of the research activity which showing the research activity increased substantially during the review period. 2024 was the year in which maximum number of articles were published which is accounting for 14 studies (35.0%). Also, 29 studies (72.5%) were published between 2024 and 2026 showing that the selected literature review are recently published articles and reflects the rapid development of digital financial technologies.
The geographical analysis presenting that the literature is internationally distributed. The finding of this analysis is showing that USA and India were among the largest contributors and China is the second largest which was followed by Germany and the United Kingdom. The methodological analysis also shows diversity, including systematic reviews, conceptual studies, empirical quantitative research, econometric analysis and AI approaches. Secondary data remained dominant, being used by 35 studies (87.5%), indicating substantial reliance on existing datasets, market information and published sources.
The thematic analysis shows that DeFi was the main theme of this research where 35 studies (87.5%) were discussed about DeFi and 24 studies (60.0%) discussed about Stablecoins followed by SME financing 16 (40%), RWA 14 (35%), AI 11 (27.5%). However, these findings show that DeFi and stablecoins received more attention than RWA, AI and SME financing. However, the themes can overlap because one article may discuss more than one research area.
Risk and regulation were also prominent across the literature. Risk was discussed in 38 studies (95.0%), while regulation appeared in 29 studies (72.5%). All of these articles are not including everything in it.  21 studies (52.5%) were discussed DeFi and stablecoins while 13 (32.5%) were discussed DeFi and RWA. Only 3 studies (7.5%) focused on AI and SME financing.
After analysing all of these data and comparing the trend, relation and flow across the literature, the study found that only few articles are directly discussed about SME finance and DeFi which is a central part of this study , Only 5 articles directly discussed about SME finance and DeFi and 11 partially discussed it , This limited number of directly relevant studies indicates a significant research gap in this field and highlights the need for further research on the application of DeFi in SME financing.



Summery Table
[bookmark: _Toc241158838][bookmark: _Toc241159619][bookmark: _Toc241160058]Table 11 Final summery. Source created by author
	No.
	Author and year
	Article Title
	Journal
	Country
	methodology
	Sample/Data
	Key Finding
	Main Theme

	1
	Zhao et al. (2022)
	Task management in decentralized autonomous organization
	Journal of Operations Management
	Multi country
	Empirical
	MakerDAO
	Strategic voting can improve platform performance,
	DeFi, governance, risk

	2
	Almeida et al. (2025)
	Risk Forecasting Comparisons in Decentralized Finance: An Approach in Constant Product Market Makers
	Computational Economics
	Brazil
	Quantitative
	Uniswap-V2
	GARCH is better for VAR forecasting, DeepAR
	DeFi, stablecoins, AI, risk

	3
	Arshadi & Dombrowski (2026)
	Applications and Management of Blockchain Technologies in Financial Services
	Journal of Risk and Financial Management
	USA
	Multi-method
	Financial-service data
	Blockchain reduces intermediation costs,
	DeFi, RWA, AI, regulation

	4
	Lee et al. (2025)
	Stablecoin depegging risk prediction
	Pacific-Basin Finance Journal
	Taiwan
	Quantitative/ML
	USDT, USDC, BUSD, DAI
	BTC and ETH influence stablecoin risk.
	DeFi, stablecoins, AI, risk

	5
	Barthélemy et al. (2026)
	Stablecoins and short-term funding markets
	Journal of International Money and Finance
	France
	Econometric
	Stablecoin/CP data
	Stablecoin demand increased commercial paper in US
	Stablecoins, risk

	6
	Ante (2025)
	From adoption to continuance: Stablecoins in cross-border remittances and the role of digital and financial literacy
	Telematics and Informatics
	USA
	Survey
	866 respondents
	Digital and financial literacy influence stablecoin adoption.
	Stablecoins

	7
	S R Kim (2025)
	What happens when stablecoins are introduced? Evidence from short-term funding market
	Finance Research Letters
	South Korea
	Regression Discontinuity Design (
	Tether (USDT)
	Stablecoin affected short-term funding
	Stablecoins, risk

	8
	Wong, Chan and Yousaf (2025)
	CBDCs, regulated stablecoins and tokenized traditional assets under the Basel Committee rules on cryptoassets
	Journal of Financial Regulation and Compliance
	China
	Prospective Policy Analysis
	Basel Committee (BCBS) IMF, FSB, BIS and central banks
	regulatory treatments for tokenised assets
	Stablecoins, RWA, SME finance, regulation

	9
	Li et al. (2022)
	A survey of DeFi security: Challenges and opportunities
	Journal of King Saud University
	China
	Systematic Literature Review
	Real-world DeFi attack cases and existing DeFi security studies,
	Smart-contract and blockchain vulnerabilities for DeFi security challenges.
	DeFi, risk

	10
	Wu et al. (2024)
	Blockchain for finance: A survey
	The institution of Engineering and technology
	China
	Survey
	Global Market Data DeFi Market Statistics, Enterprise Adoption Metrics
	Blockchain can reduce settlement delays
	DeFi, stablecoins, RWA, AI, SME finance, regulation

	11
	Al Jasem et al. (2025)
	Toward Decentralized Intelligence: A Systematic Literature Review of Blockchain-Enabled AI Systems
	Information
	CANADA
	Systematic Literature Review
	articles
	Blockchain and AI can support transparent and privacy-preserving governance.
	DeFi, RWA, AI, regulation

	12
	Sadman et al. (2022)
	Promise of AI in DeFi, a Systematic Review
	Digital
	USA
	Systematic Review
	Google Scholar
	AI can improve DeFi and create challenges.
	DeFi, AI, risk, regulation

	13
	Meng Fan and Jinping Dai (2023)
	Monetary attribute of stablecoins: A theoretical and empirical test
	AIMS National Accounting Review
	China
	Theoretical analysis & Time-Varying Parameter Stochastic Volatility Vector Autoregression (TVP-SV-VAR)
	Coin market cap, Wind, IMF, and The Block
	Stablecoins as money within digital asset markets.
	DeFi, stablecoins, risk

	14
	Paul P. Momtaz (2024)
	Decentralized finance (DeFi) markets for startups: search frictions, intermediation, and the efficiency of the ICO market
	Small Business Economics
	Germany
	Theoretical search model, structural estimation, & reduced-form empirical analysis (2SLS / Instrumental Variables)
	Token offerings / ICO market data (e.g., ICO bench / primary transaction data)
	Intermediaries can reduce search costs
	DeFi, SME finance, risk, regulation

	15
	Agostino, D., Salvi, A., & Bordin, L. (2023)
	Do we still need financial intermediation? The case of decentralized finance – DeFi
	Finance Research Letters
	Italy
	Quantitative empirical analysis (Panel Fixed Effects Regression & Cross-Sectional OLS)
	DeFi Llama & Coin Market Cap
	Algorithmic support lending markets, but collateral creates risks.
	DeFi, stablecoins, SME finance, risk

	16
	Harwick, C., & Caton, J. (2022)
	What’s holding back blockchain finance? On the possibility of decentralized autonomous finance
	The Quarterly Review of Economics and Finance
	USA
	Theoretical economic analysis (Game theory, transaction costs framework, and mechanism design)
	Conceptual & literature synthesis (Public/permissionless blockchain protocols and DAO architectures)
	real-world identity information and off-chain enforcement.
	DeFi, SME finance, risk, regulation

	17
	Beinke, M., Beinke, J. H., Anton, E., & Teuteberg, F. (2024)
	Breaking the chains of traditional finance: A taxonomy of decentralized finance business models
	Electronic Markets
	Germany
	Taxonomy Development Framework
	DeFi market analytical platforms and App repositories
	DeFi improve revenue models but faces governance risks.
	DeFi, stablecoins, SME finance, risk

	18
	Kumar, P., Dubey, R., Gupta, S., Singh, P., Gupta, D., & Tewari, S. (2025)
	DIGITAL CURRENCIES, BLOCKCHAIN, AND THE FUTURE OF GLOBAL TRADE
	Lex Localis - Journal of Local Self-Government
	India
	Descriptive, analytical, and conceptual comparative evaluation using secondary data and mathematical efficiency modeling
	BIS, IMF, WTO, ADB, and global institution datasets/reports
	Blockchain and tokenised assets can reduce transaction costs
	DeFi, stablecoins, RWA, SME finance

	19
	Szrajber, B., Alon, I., & Levy, S. (2025)
	Systematic Analysis of Decentralized Finance
	Journal of Global Information Management
	Israel
	Bibliometric network analysis
	Web of Science (WoS) & Scopus
	DeFi research covers socioeconomic, technological and financial themes.
	DeFi, stablecoins, SME finance, risk

	20
	Mirdala, R. (2024)
	Revolutionizing Finance: Decentralized Finance as a Disruptive Challenge to Traditional Finance
	Theoretical and Practical Research in Economic Fields
	Slovakia
	Conceptual, comparative, and descriptive literature evaluation using institutional, secondary market, and protocol metrics
	DeFi Pulse, DeFi Llama, institutional market data, and secondary literature
	DeFi reduces costs but faces security, volatility and regulatory challenges.
	DeFi, stablecoins, RWA, SME finance, risk

	21
	Ante, L. (2026)
	Autonomous AI agents in decentralized finance: Market dynamics, application areas, and theoretical implications
	Technological Forecasting & Social Change
	Germany
	Conceptual, socio-technical, and qualitative analysis utilizing empirical mapping/typology generation
	Primary market data across crypto AI protocols
	AI automate DeFi activities but introduce risks
	DeFi, AI, risk, regulation

	22
	de Leon, J.J., Zhang, C., Koulouris, C.-S., Medda, F., & Rahul (2025)
	Smart Contract Security in Decentralized Finance: Enhancing Vulnerability Detection with Reinforcement Learning
	Applied Sciences
	United Kingdom
	Deep Reinforcement Learning (DQN and PPO) on Control Flow Graphs (CFGs) generated via EtherSolve
	Public Ethereum dataset sourced from Hugging Face / Rossini et al. via Etherscan API and Web3 Python package
	PPO performed better than DQN
	DeFi, AI, risk

	23
	Ozili, P. K. (2023)
	Assessing global interest in decentralized finance, embedded finance, open finance, ocean finance and sustainable finance
	Asian Journal of Economics and Banking
	Nigeria
	Quantitative comparative methodology using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, correlation matrices, and descriptive time-series trend analysis
	Google Trends database
	DeFi development in pandemic period.
	DeFi, risk, regulation

	24
	Son, J., & Ryu, D. (2024)
	Competitive dynamics between decentralized and centralized finance lending markets
	International Review of Financial Analysis
	Republic of Korea
	Theoretical economic framework and game-theoretic market competition model analysing Protocols for Loanable Funds (PLFs) versus profit-maximizing commercial banks
	DeFi Llama market data
	DeFi uses algorithmic to match demand.
	DeFi, risk, regulation

	25
	Harvey, C. R., & Rabetti, D. (2024)
	International business and decentralized finance
	Journal of International Business Studies
	USA
	Qualitative conceptual analysis, perspective framework, and economic theory evaluation
	Academic literature and industry institutional observations
	DeFi can support borderless financial services
	DeFi, risk, regulation

	26
	Ying Zhang, Bing Gong, and Peng Zhou (2024)
	Centralized use of decentralized technology: Tokenization of currencies and assets
	Structural Change and Economic Dynamics
	United Kingdom
	Comparative Qualitative Analysis, Case Study Approach, and Extension of the Technology Acceptance Model
	Statutory legislation, regulatory publications, framework guidelines, and policy reports across 8 national jurisdictions
	Tokenisation improves efficiency, affected by rules
	DeFi, stablecoins, RWA, SME finance, regulation

	27
	Viktor Ström, Nima Sanandaji, Saeid Esmaeilzadeh, & Mouna Esmaeilzadeh (2025)
	Equity capital financing of Swedish SMEs, innovation, and decentralized management
	International Journal of Innovation Science
	Sweden
	Quantitative empirical correlation and linear regression analysis across European cross-sectional data
	Survey on Access to Finance for Enterprises (SAFE), European Innovation Scoreboard (EIS), and World Values Survey (WVS)
	DM and trust associated with SME financing.
	SME finance

	28
	Sejin Han (2025)
	AIRPoC: An AI-Enhanced Blockchain Consensus Framework for Autonomous Regulatory Compliance
	Electronics
	Republic of Korea
	Two-phase consensus framework (AIRPOC) combining AI legal agents, semantic Web RDF/OWL ontologies, SPARQL-based inference, and experimental simulation across 24 test scenarios
	Custom simulation dataset, W3C RDF/OWL GDPR Ontologies, external regulatory sources
	AI compliance and non-compliant transactions
	DeFi, stablecoins, AI, risk, regulation

	29
	Teng et al. (2026)
	Digital assets: risks, regulations, mitigation
	Financial Innovation
	Romania
	Interdisciplinary, conceptual framework grounded in empirical quantitative analysis and case-based evidence
	Academic literature, global regulatory policy documentation, and market tracking frameworks
	Digital require regulatory coordination and risk controls.
	DeFi, stablecoins, RWA, risk, regulation

	30
	Christoph Wronka (2023)
	Financial crime in the decentralized finance ecosystem: new challenges for compliance
	Journal of Financial Crime
	Germany
	Qualitative content and thematic analysis of secondary archival documents and industry data
	Academic literature, industry intelligence reports (Cipher Trace), and global policy documents
	AML/KYC, flash loans and other financial crimes.
	DeFi, stablecoins, risk, regulation

	31
	Deepak Kumar, B.V. Phani, Naveen Chilamkurti, Suman Saurabh, & Vanessa Ratten (2023)
	Filling the SME credit gap: a systematic review of blockchain-based SME finance literature
	Journal of Trade Science
	India
	Systematic literature review (SLR) applying PRISMA guidelines to screen, extract, and synthesize qualitative and quantitative data
	Scopus and Google Scholar
	Blockchain reduce asymmetry and improve SME credit
	DeFi, RWA, SME finance, risk, regulation

	32
	Deepak Kumar, B.V. Phani, Naveen Chilamkurti, Suman Saurabh, & Vanessa Ratten (2024)
	A taxonomy of blockchain technology application and adoption by small and medium-sized enterprises
	Entrepreneurial Business and Economics Review
	India
	Narrative and critical literature review of existing academic literature
	Scopus, Google Schol
	Blockchain address SME financing and operational problems
	DeFi, RWA, SME finance, risk

	33
	Kaladevi Ramar, Modafar Ati, UmaRani V., Shanmugasundaram Hariharan, & Vinay Kukreja (2026)
	AI-driven blockchain lending for sustainable development: a machine learning framework for loan risk and eligibility classification
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[bookmark: _Toc241214674]3.2 - Thematic Analysis  
In the systematic literature review Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method which focused on identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or themes within data (Thomas and Harden, 2008). Thematic analysis is a step-by-step method used to find important ideas and patterns in data. First, the researcher reviews the data and identifies the main and key points of the research. These points are then grouped together to create larger themes. The themes can come directly from the data or can be based on existing theories (Xu and Katina, 2020). Thematical analysis shows how Decentralised Finance (DeFi), Real-World Asset (RWA) tokenisation, and Artificial Intelligence (AI) help SME debt financing to become a new financing channel which provide easy and fast financing method for small and large business.
After completing the numerical analysis, the 40 articles were divided according to the research sub-questions and objectives to get the answers to the main research question. The findings and limitations of the selected articles helped to create a detailed theoretical framework to identify the key themes and meet the objectives of the research. The articles were further analysed to identify common patterns and relationships between the findings, which helped to develop the main themes related to DeFi, stablecoins, RWA tokenisation, AI, SME financing, risk and regulation.
[bookmark: _Toc241214675]3.2.1 - DeFi Lending, Stablecoins and RWA Tokenisation
To identify and evaluate the growing DeFi lending models, stablecoins and RWA tokenisation frameworks that available to SMEs for alternative debt financing. The analysis of the articles identified several common themes related decentralised financial technologies. The findings show that DeFi can become an alternative financial and debs giving channel by reducing the dependency on bank and other debs financing channel DeFi provide fast and low-cost finance services in to the SMEs, while stablecoins can support digital payments and liquidity. The literature also identifies RWA tokenisation as an emerging mechanism for connecting real-world assets with blockchain-based financial services.
DeFi lending models
According to the Beinke et al. (2024) and Mirdala (2024) explain the development of DeFi and its different financial models. Beinke et al. (2024) identified five DeFi business model One-Stop-Shops, Lending and Borrowing Platforms, Yield Optimisation Aggregators, Ecosystem Drivers, and Decentralised Exchanges. These platforms provide lending and borrowing money facilities by using blockchain-based system for the SMEs looking for alternative debt financing.
Beinke et al. (2024) and Mirdala (2024) found that DeFi models are growing rapidly where DeFi become a new Financing model to provide finance to the SMEs. Mirdala (2024) also found that DeFi developed in between 2019 and 2024 and the Total Value Locked (TVL) increased from less than $1 billion in 2019–2020 to more than $100 billion at its peak which present the rapid growth and increasing adoption of DeFi in the financial sector. 
However, according to Beinke et al. (2024), the study mainly focused on the DeFi platform and uses of smart contracts instead of banking and other financial model where smart contract contracts can automatically carry out financial transactions based on the conditions written into the contract. Also, some platforms are centralised management, while others managed through Decentralised Autonomous Organisations (DAOs). Although, Mirdala (2024) found that DeFi can become a fast way to transfer money access the border and reduces the need of additional financial intermediaries which reduces the cost of transactions and highlights new financial services such as decentralized lending, automated market makers, stablecoins, and yield generation.
Stablecoin mechanisms
The second important theme identified from the studies is stablecoins. Barthélemy et al. (2026), Ante (2025), and Fan and Dai (2023) examine the different use of stable money. According to Barthélemy et al. (2026) and Ante (2025), stablecoin are the newform of money which affecting traditional financial market and becoming a useful option for sending money between countries. However, Dai (2023) examines whether stablecoins can work like money. The research found that stablecoin coins have different use in different market. in Traditional market stablecoin are not widely used for transferring money in day-to-day life while cryptocurrency markets it works as digital money where they use stablecoins as real money and transfer in other account.
The study found that people with the better digital and financial knowledge are using stablecoins as a medium where around 26% of digital remittance users in the study had used stablecoins for payments (Ante, 2025), as a result at the highest point 4% of the US commercial paper were used for stablecoin. Moreover, demand for asset-backed stablecoins is increasing and to support the stablecoin with assets, investment in commercial paper increased (Barthélemy et al., 2026). Stablecoins are not widely accepted but Lower fees and faster transactions are supporting it with that technological development making it famous among youngster. 
Real Would Asset tokenisation frameworks
Real Would Asset tokenisation is used to support the stablecoin by linking digital tokens to real-world assets which provide value and improve their stability. Zhang, Gong and Zhou (2024) and Kumar et al. (2025) argued that using blockchain-based finance system helps to reduce transaction cost, compliance costs and the risk of fraud and it also provide better liquidity, fractional ownership and faster processing through smart contracts. All these systems depend on real-world assets that have market value which can provide an underline value for tokenisation.
RWA tokenisation is relevant to SME financing because it provides a way to represent real-world financial assets on blockchain networks. tokenisation is developing as a new financial framework where counties like China is more active in using tokenisation to modernise its financial system while country like USA is more cautious because it wants to protect its monetary system (Zhang, Gong and Zhou, 2024). Also, Kumar et al. (2025) also provide evidence about the use of blockchain, stablecoins, CBDCs and digital trade documents in finance. Lower costs and faster financial processes can make access to financial services easier and because lower costs and faster financial processes can make access to financial services easier and help SME’s by giving them new financial model which help them.

[bookmark: _Toc241214676]3.2.2 Impact of RWA-Backed DeFi Financing on SME Growth, Liquidity and Financial Sustainability
The studies indicate that blockchain, DeFi, tokenised assets, and stablecoins can create alternative financing system for SMEs by improving financial resources, increasing transparency and reducing the problems associated with traditional financing systems. 
Therefore, RWA-backed DeFi financing can support SME growth and liquidity, but its long-term impact on SME financial and sustainability dependent on the development of digital infrastructure, risk management, and regulatory systems.

RWA Tokenisation and SME Access to Debt Financing
Kumar et al. (2023) analysed 53 peer-reviewed articles and find a major gap in SMEs market, the study examine how blockchain technology can help address the estimated $5.2 trillion credit gap faced by small and medium-sized enterprises worldwide The main areas where Asset Tokenisation can give benefit to SMEs are Supply Chain Finance (SCF), credit evaluation, capital market mechanisms, and technology adoption. The study explains that blockchain can improve access to finance through permanent records, verified electronic invoices, and automated smart contracts and tokenised asset securitisation, DeFi, and compliant Security Token Offerings as mechanisms can become an alternative for SMEs finance. Asset Tokenisation can work as collateral for SMEs and with the help of it SMEs can get loan From DeFi as well as from traditional final.
These studies are findings are relevant to RWA tokenisation because it can work as digital tokens and potentially used within blockchain-based financial systems. For SMEs, this can create opportunities to use existing business assets or financial claims as part of alternative financing arrangements. 
Wong et al. (2025) explain that the development of tokenised traditional bank assets and regulated stablecoins within the financial system can receive treatment similar to traditional financial assets under certain Basel requirements, the study also explains that commercial banks can adopt asset tokenisation for corporate loans into tokenised assets, partly because of the liquidity and balance-sheet considerations. Asset tokenisation can also be a helpful tool for traditional financing and can become a new way to represent their assets and loans digitally.  
Impact on SME Liquidity and Working Capital
SMEs need finance and blockchain-based finance can help them to get finance and improved liquidity and working capital management. Traditional finance system supply chains involve multiple stakeholders and often create problems between businesses and financial providers. Kumar et al. (2023) and Kumar et al. (2024), examine and analyse that supply chain management and supply chain finance are major areas where SMEs use blockchain technology and this technology can help them to improve transparency, security, and reliability, which can help SMEs to get finance easily. 
However, it has some loopholes and that must resolve, some borrowers may not have the intention to repay the money, which can create problems for lenders, to resolve this issue blockchain technology must use identity, credit history and financial position like traditional bank (Harwick and Caton, 2022). Uncollateralized loan always has risk and to make successful DeFi system, legal enforcement are required. Additionally, Norton (2024) argues that the decentralised network face problems because of different law and regulation in different countries like USA, UK and EU, which can create uncertainty for businesses and investors instead of controlling it, countries need to focus on financial crimes such as money laundering and terrorist financing. Also, Harwick and Caton (2022) and Norton (2024) both are agree that identification can help improve the safety and reliability of decentralised financial systems.
Impact on Operational Growth and Capital Structure
According to Kumar et al. (2023), blockchain-based capital market, DeFi, and tokenised assets can improve SME performance by providing them finance from the market and that can help them to improve investment, expansion, and operational development. However, Ström et al. (2025) examines SMEs across European countries and finds a positive relationship between the use of private equity finance and innovation and provide evidence regarding the relationship between external finance and SME development in Europe. Although, the study depends on equity finance but it demonstrates the impotence of external finance for SMEs. 
Additionally, algorithm can also help it to improve financing system, according to the Grassi et al. (2022), DeFi can make financial system to work smoothly and blockchain, smart contracts and asset tokenisation improve it by using algorithm which reduces some tasks and play a fundamental role in lowering transaction costs. 
RWA-backed financing system can help companies to get finance easily and improve sources which can also lead the debt creates repayment obligations and financial risk, while algorithm can help it to prevent from this risk by using automated credit check and assessing the borrower's financial information before the loan is provided. However, removing intermediaries from decentralised markets can create problems because investors may find it difficult to identify good and reliable investment opportunities which creates an information-screening problem (Momtaz, 2024). Although, algorithms and smart contracts can remove some human involvement and reduce cost but they always need human judgement and specialised intermediaries in areas such as risk assessment, investment screening and governance. 
Impact on Long-Term Financial Sustainability
Kumar et al. (2024), Kumar et al. (2023) highlight blockchain-based financing can help SMEs to get financial sustainability and tokenization can play a main role to enable SMEs to access finance and improve their financial resources. However, without rules and regulation this finance system can create future consequences, and for that legal procedure is require. 
RWA-backed financing can improve SME access to capital; it does not completely remove traditional credit risks. The success of this financing model depends on asset verification, borrower information, appropriate risk assessment, and legal enforcement.

[bookmark: _Toc241214677]3.2.3 - Regulatory, Legal and Operational Barriers to SME Adoption of DeFi Debt Financing
The literature indicates that DeFi can become an alternative of SME financing by using blockchain, smart contracts, peer-to-peer lending and tokenised assets. However, Traditional Financing institute like banks are working under strict rules and regulation and follow compliance. To make this DeFi successful for the SMEs, regulatory and legal uncertainty must be addressed through clear rules, regulations, and compliance requirements. These barriers can increase uncertainty for SMEs and may reduce their willingness or ability to use decentralised credit markets.
Regulatory and legal uncertainty
Regulatory and legal uncertainty one of the main barriers which stopping DeFi expansions, All the country and region have their own rules and regulation and DeFi is new method of finance which not widely accepted. According to Szrajber, Alon and Levy (2025) and Harvey and Rabetti (2024) argued that DeFi works on technology and clearly identification of intermediary and central organisation is important because DeFi is decentralised finance where finding a responsible person or organisation for any failure, fraud, default or legal dispute can be difficult and this uncertainty making it a difficult for financing. To resolve this strong regulatory framework is needed which support the development and adoption of DeFi financing. While Szrajber et al. (2025) find that social media can affect the price of DeFi token, which can further increase uncertainty and risk in DeFi financing. Additionally, some NFTs can provide investment diversification and reduces the control line where few users control a large share of voting rights or lending management.
DeFi has several benefits but it also creates risk like smart contract errors, manipulation of price information, and security weaknesses which affect SMEs and create high collateral requirements (Harvey & Rabetti, 2024). All these problems exist due to a lack of standardized legal frameworks. To resolve it code audits, reliable price information, decentralized oracle networks and quadratic voting can help to create a strong DeFi network.
The problem becomes more significant when DeFi works in multiple countries. All the countries have their own rules and regulation and DeFi contain the risk for digital-asset markets and different rules and regulations can create problem for digital assets, lending activities, stablecoins and tokenised assets (Teng et al., 2026). To protect the DeFi from any kind of risk strong legal frameworks and automated compliance mechanisms is require because one can misuse for money laundering, terrorist financing, cyberattacks and other financial crimes (Wronka, 2023).

DeFi can improve finance service and reduce cost of transaction and provide an alternative of traditional finance. Teng et al. (2026) highlight differences in regulations between countries as an important risk for digital-asset markets. Different jurisdictions may apply different rules to digital assets, lending activities, stablecoins and tokenised assets. Therefore, an SME operating internationally may face uncertainty regarding which regulations apply to its financing activities. Wronka (2023) further suggests that the need for stronger legal frameworks and automated compliance mechanisms because DeFi can be exposed to money laundering, terrorist financing, cyberattacks and other financial crimes. This suggests that the lack of clear regulatory controls can restrict the acceptance of DeFi as a legitimate source of business finance.
Similarly, Alamsyah, Kusuma and Ramadhani (2024) and Alamsyah and Syahrir (2023) argue that clear rules and regulation ca create trust among the people but excessive or unclear regulation can increase compliance costs and discourage SMEs to use DeFi services. However, Trust on DeFi is the one of the main factors which can create problem for accepting this, because it removes the human involvement. on the other hand, Traditional finance like bank work under strict regulation and provide safety to the customer (Chatterjee et al., 2025). To increase Trust and broaden the acceptance of DeFi, clear rules and regulations and strong security are required.
Smart Contract and Cybersecurity Risks
Smart contract is the part of Decentralised Finance where Smart contract gives security regarding financial transition and create a digital footprint between borrower and giver. According to Li et al. (2022) , Weingärtner et al. (2023) and Bourveau et al. (2024) argued that DeFi include problems with data, networks, smart contracts and applications and cyber-attack like flash loan attacks, re-entrancy attacks, and oracle pricing can create both technical and financial risk for SMEs. Additionally, Weingärtner et al. (2023), divide the risk in two parts, internal risks which include smart contract errors, technological problems and poor governance and external risks like price changes, oracle problems, regulatory changes and market-wide risks and suggest DeFi Risk Wheel which can help customers to compare different types of DeFi risks.
Furthermore, Bourveau et al. (2024) examine smart contract audit which highlight the limitation of audit. According to Bourveau et al. (2024) smart contract audits are still a developing and unregulated area and most of the audit carried out technology company rather than accounting firm or audit firm. Also, auditors use computer tool for audit and most audit take less than two weeks to complete. All of these limit the ability to identify all error and frauds, which can affect the investor confidence in DeFi.
These findings demonstrate that technology can both support and restrict SME access to DeFi debt financing. Smart contract makes is stronger and reduce transaction cost by enabling automation in it. However, coding errors, cyberattacks and oracle failures can create new risks and for all these better rules and regulation, clear Audit and understanding of technical knowledge is needed.
Market, Liquidity and Financial Risks
DeFi market operates through blockchain and uses asset tokenisation to provide collateral for lending, which always involves certain amount of risk and fluctuate market. According to Kim (2025), when Tether (USDT) trading became available in the Korean market it effects the short-term loan price and increased it. On the other hand, the long-term interest rates did not change significantly. This suggests that stablecoin can fluctuate it by increasing short term long interest rate. In addition, Harvey and Rabetti (2024) identify that DeFi can improve finance access for SMEs but it also creates requirement like high collateral requirements whereas automated liquidations and cryptocurrency volatility fluctuate finance market. 
Weingärtner et al. (2023) identify price movements, oracle failures and sudden loan liquidations as external risks within DeFi. Wronka (2023) argued about strong laws for DeFi because it has risk of money laundering, terrorist financing, cyberattacks, flash-loan attacks and fraud. Son and Ryu (2024) suggest that moderate decentralisation can improve competition and welfare whereas high decentralisation creates can create different market outcomes and indicates that structure and design of DeFi can create better financing conditions.
Governance, Compliance and Operational Barriers
Governance represents another important operational challenge for DeFi lending. Zhao et al. (2022) show that the DAO can affect the platform performs like Strategic voting for long term decision help organisation while operational voting for small and routine decisions slow down the process and create a negative effect in it. Also, experienced voter can make better decision and help DAO to improve its decision-making process. Furthermore, Zhao et al. (2022) argued that when a small group gets all the reward and influence over voting, it creates negative effect of operational voting. Ozili (2023), study found that Embedded Finance is very popular in Asian and European countries, with Singapore and after the 2007-2009 global financial crisis Embedded Finance increased while other finance like Ocean Finance decreased. Also, Ozili (2023) study analyse that During the COVID-19 pandemic, online interest in DeFi and Sustainable Finance and Embedded Finance also increased which suggest that interest in alternative financial models can during the finance and economic crises. 
Szrajber, Alon and Levy (2025) similarly argued about voting rights and lending management within decentralised systems. This creates the possibility of what may be described as "fake-DeFi", where a system appears decentralised but significant control remains concentrated among a small number of participants. Chatterjee, Musa and Kliestik (2025) argue that blockchain reduces the need for bank and traditional finance by using distributed consensus and cryptographic verification. DeFi system needs a worldwide accepted regulatory system, systematic audit and government rules, which can reduce risk and increase trust in people.
[bookmark: _Toc241214678]3.2.4 - AI Integration in Credit Risk Assessment for SME Asset Tokenisation
AI can help DeFi to assess the credit score and can analyse the risk in it. Also, AI can be used in SME asset tokenisation to calculate the risks associated with tokenised real-world assets before providing finance. This can improve the accuracy and efficiency of credit-risk assessment and reduce lenders risk.
AI-Based Credit and Risk Assessment
According to Lee et al. (2025) and Ramar et al. (2026) found that machine learning models like Random Forest and XGBoost gives better result and better performance than traditional models in assessing financial risk. Sudden change in trading volume total supply or daily price volatility create risk for stablecoin (Lee et al., 2025). Additionally, Ramar et al. (2026) argued that a hybrid lending system combining AI, blockchain, centralised and decentralised exchanges, and smart contracts provides stronger empirical evidence of the use of AI in lending decisions. Furthermore, the study found that Random Forest model performed strongly in assessing loan risk and applicant eligibility and achieved an accuracy of 99.5%. which shows the AI system can calculate risk accurately and provide an effective lending decision.
Artificial intelligence and DeFi both are growing rapidly and combining them can make DeFi system more reliable and automated. According to Sadman et al. (2022) and Ramar et al. (2026) explain that AI can improve credit scoring and streamline financial service. While, Sadman et al. (2022) argued that machine learning tools can help to detecting scams like Ponzi schemes and prevent it from malicious transactions. Another finding suggests that risk assessment through AI based models are not always useful, Traditional models can be better for predicting normal or basic financial risk. GARCH model is best for predicting Value-at-Risk (VaR) while DeepAR predicting Expected Shortfall which focuses on very large losses (Mussoi Almeida et al., 2025). Furthermore, the study suggests that stablecoin contain less risk than cryptocurrencies. 
According to the Wu et al. (2024), blockchain technology removes middlemen and can make financial transaction faster, cheaper, transparent and more secure and argued that blockchain is suited for private financial applications because they can provide better privacy, security and faster processing than public blockchains. Overall, these studies show that AI can improve risk assessment in DeFi by analysing the rick and lending decision and reduce the gap between borrowers and lenders.
Machine Learning, AI, Blockchain and Smart-Contract Automation
AI and machine learning can improve the efficiency, security and automation of blockchain and DeFi systems. Al Jasem et al. (2025) found that decentralised artificial intelligence (DAI) can support safer data sharing between different organisations by using blockchain, smart contracts and federated learning. In finance, these types of systems are used for fraud detection and improve financial security and risk management. Ante (2026) analyse 306 crypto AI agents and categorizes these in four areas like Trading & Analytics, No-Code Development & Productivity, Meme & Sentiment-Driven, and Entertainment & Virtual Influencers. The study found that Meme and Sentiment agents cover almost 60% of total market value. However, these agents have limited financial uses. Automation can help DeFi system and reduce the intermediary cost from it, While AI can play a significant to improve the risk assessment by analysing data, identifying potential risks and supporting better lending decisions. 
Han (2025) uses AI agent to detect regulatory violations and for real-time risk and compliance management in blockchain systems. Han (2025) uses AI agents to examine transactions for identify possible regulatory violations as a result system detected regulatory violations while maintaining high transaction processing speed. This indicates that AIRPOC framework’s AI agents can reduce regulatory and compliance risks in blockchain-based financial systems.
Furthermore, de Leon et al. (2025) demonstrate how machine learning can be used to identify security risks in smart contracts. Their study used reinforcement learning models to detect vulnerabilities in Ethereum smart contracts. The Proximal Policy Optimisation (PPO) model provided better and more stable results than other models, including Deep Q-Networks and traditional machine learning methods. This shows that AI can help identify technical risks before they cause financial losses, which is particularly important for DeFi lending platforms.

AI Limitations, Transparency and Governance
Despite these benefits, the use of AI and blockchain has several practical limitations. According to Arshadi and Dombrowski (2026) blockchain can reduce financial processing costs and improve settlement speed through smart contracts and tokenisation. However, decentralised autonomous organisations (DAOs) can face governance problems, when voting power is concentrated to a small number of people who hold large amount of token which can create manipulation in in the decision-making process. These issues show that decentralisation does not automatically guarantee fair or effective governance.
Asaithambi et al. (2024) also highlight the technical and operational limitations of blockchain for small businesses. Traditional blockchain systems like Proof-of-Work and Proof-of-Stake can require significant computing power, memory, energy and operating costs. These requirements can create problems for the SMEs because it requires finance and SMEs are always running for finance; The study suggests Proof-of-Authority as a simpler and more efficient option for small businesses. This shows that SMEs should consider the cost and technical skills before adopting blockchain solutions.
Overall, these studies suggest that although AI and blockchain can improve automation, security and financial efficiency, technical costs, governance issues, limited participation and system complexity can restrict their adoption. Therefore, for AI-driven credit assessment and SME asset tokenisation to be effective, these limitations need to be addressed alongside the technological benefits.
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The 40 articles focusing on Decentralised Finance, stablecoins, Real-World Asset tokenisation, Artificial Intelligence, SME financing, risk and regulation and answering the objectives and the research questions. After analysing the data, only 5 articles are directly connected to the main research question and 11 articles are partially connected to it. The discussion also shows that DeFi can become an alternative of traditional finance and can reduces the dependency on the bank. DeFi and stablecoin are new and developing unit of finance which also comes with risk and for that strong regulations are needed. The numerical analysis shows that research on DeFi and blockchain-based finance has increased between 2024 to 2026 where 14 articles published in 2024 only, which show that the increasing interest in DeFi and in its sub related field. However, the findings also reveal an imbalance in the literature where DeFi was discussed in 35 studies and stablecoins were discussed in 24. Also, RWA tokenisation in 14 studies, AI in 11 studies. This shows that the articles are more based on technology and DeFi infrastructure than SME financing and presenting a potential research gap in this field.  
[bookmark: _Toc241214680]4.1 - Discussion of DeFi Lending, Stablecoins and RWA Tokenisation
The finding present that decentralized finance has developed over the time and created an alternative method of lending and borrowing. Beinke et al. (2024) presented the different DeFi business models like lending and borrowing platforms, decentralised exchanges, yield optimisation aggregators, ecosystem drivers and one-stop-shop platforms which show that DeFi has potential to become a new form of finance platform. It can help business to do all the financial activity at a place which can reduces time and unnecessary document and improve the finance performance. Mirdala (2024) found rapid growth in DeFi, with the market from $1 billion in 2019–2020 to more than $100 billion which show that DeFi system is growing and becoming widely accepted.
DeFi growth and the development of this technology make it a simple way of finance. Usually, business approach banks for finance which takes time. For SMEs or any type of business, the fund requirement can come anytime, apply loan from banks check credit requirement and manager approval but in DeFi platform, with the help of tokenization business can get finance within a day. The literature indicate that DeFi removes the intermediatory and reduces the overall transaction cost and improve the transaction speed. However, the literature does not ignore the discussion for overall financing risk because Stablecoins are connected to market conditions, asset backing and regulatory structures so using stablecoins for SME debt financing require strong rules and regulation for it long term success.
Decentralised Finance uses stablecoins for transactions where it works as a monetary and provide liquidity to the transaction. According to the Barthélemy et al. (2026), Ante (2025), and Fan and Dai (2023) show that stablecoins act as digital money. further, Ante (2025) argued that 26 % of digital remittance users are using stablecoins for payments because of the lower transaction fees and faster settlement times. Also, at a time 4% of total U.S. commercial paper was held as reserve backing for stablecoins (Barthélemy et al., 2026). All of these arguments and facts show that stablecoins are useful as a payment and can work as asset liquidity like real money to support the investment and settlement mechanism within a DeFi financing system.
Zhang, Gong and Zhou (2024) and Kumar et al. (2025) indicate that tokenisation can connect real-world assets with blockchain-based financial systems. Because businesses have real assets like machinery, building and commercial paper which has some value. To use the full potential of these assets, business can convert them into digital token and these tokenised assets can then be used on blockchain-based platforms to access finance or can be added as collateral for obtaining finance. Also, Kumar et al. (2023) also highlight the role of blockchain, asset tokenisation, supply chain finance, verified invoices and smart contracts in addressing SME financing problems because all these SMEs could have a real asset or equivalent to assets like invoices or other financial claim which they can use for as collateral or convert into digital token to get finance from these platforms. This suggests that RWA tokenisation can be more important for SME financing. However, Real world assets are important for DeFi but the authenticity and true verification is still needed.
[bookmark: _Toc241214681]4.2 - Discussion of the Impact of RWA-Backed DeFi Financing on SME Growth, Liquidity and Financial Sustainability
SMEs always need finance or capital to fulfil the requirement of urgent fund and for business expansion and survival. According to Kumar et al. (2023) and Kumar et al. (2024), SMEs often struggle to get loan from bank because they don’t have enough information about SMEs assets and credit histories and they might not have collateral to get loan. The literature indicates that blockchain-based finance can improve access to finance, liquidity and financial resources for SMEs. Grassi et al. (2022) suggest that blockchain, smart contracts and asset tokenisation can reduce transaction costs and improve financial processes. Smart contracts can reduce the manual work which improves the finance health of the company and work faster than bank and other traditional finance sources. However, to make this financial system successful, business need to repay the debts time to time to make good credit history. DeFi can provide finance but access to capital must also include risk considerations.
Harwick and Caton (2022) highlight an important issue in decentralised finance. Uncollateralised lending can create problems for the lenders because if borrower refuse to pay, lender does not have real identity to recover the funds. Momtaz (2024) similarly highlights an information-screening problem in decentralised markets. Banks have team which checks document and verify the originality and check the credit history, in case removing intermediaries, this can reduce the cost but create difficulties for investors in identifying reliable borrowers and good investment opportunities. Furthermore, the cross-border transitions can create risk in decentralised finance due to lake of laws and legal systems (Norton, 2024). Therefore, literature suggest that information and collateral is must require for DeFi and countries should make some laws if borrows refuses to pay. If they want to make an alternative and well stabilised financial system, they should improve the basic necessities that can improve the overall financial system, process and create the trust amongst the lenders. 
Therefore, Blockchain can provide transparent records, but transparency alone is not enough. For that Blockchain should provide accurate information about the borrower, to improve the financial performance.

[bookmark: _Toc241214682]4.3 - Discussion of Regulatory, Legal and Operational Barriers
Regulation is one of the most important barriers to the wider use of DeFi for SME financing. 29 out of the 40 articles have discussed about the regulation, according to the Teng et al. (2026), Different countries can apply different rules on digital assets, lending activities, stablecoins and tokenised assets. This can create uncertainty amongst the SMEs operating internationally. Alamsyah, Kusuma and Ramadhani (2024) and Alamsyah and Syahrir (2023) suggest that clear regulation can improve trust and unclear regulation can increase compliance costs. To make DeFi system viable a widely accepted regulations are required and countries should make sure that they create friendly environment for DeFi if they have different laws. Wronka (2023) argued about that KYC and Anti-Money Laundering enforcement to identify user and tract the transitions because DeFi system provide flexibility and can create challenges in tracing users and financial activities.
Li et al. (2022), Weingärtner et al. (2023) and Bourveau et al. (2024) analysis the technical risks like smart contract errors, oracle problems, cyberattacks and DeFi applications errors. Smart contract work automatically with the help of codes and programmes which reduces human involvement and automate financial transactions but errors in the codes can create problem for the DeFi and can result in huge losses. Harvey and Rabetti (2024) highlighted the liquidity risks encourage high collateral requirements, cryptocurrency volatility and automatic liquidation. 
According to Bourveau et al. (2024), audit can play a significant role in DeFi but most of the Smart contract audit takes less than two weeks and instead of using manual check it relies heavily on automated code scanning tools. Also, these audits are currently unregulated and conducted by software rather than certified financial auditing bodies. To avoid this circumstance, Smart contact audits should be done by chartered accountant and instead of using sample and limited data, they should do manual and smart audit to find error, which can help to improve overall DeFi performance and reduces the financial risk. 
Decentralised Autonomous Organisations (DAOs) use token-based voting to improve the decision making and manage protocol rules, interest rates and liquidation thresholds. However, if a small group of people hold large amount shareholding, they can influence the decisions (Zhao et al., 2022; Szrajber, Alon and Levy, 2025). This can shit the power and can influence it like centralised and create operational risks for SMEs. These types of governance issue affect the SME financing and reduces the trust among people. At last, everything is connected with DeFi performance. Regulatory uncertainty increases legal risk, technical error increase operational risk, market volatility increases financial risk and governance can reduce trust.
[bookmark: _Toc241214683]4.4 - Discussion of AI Integration in Credit-Risk Assessment:
The literature shows that AI can analyse large amounts of financial and transaction data and can support automated lending decisions. Machine learning model like Random Forest and XGBoost can help to reduce the finance risk. Ramar et al. (2026) examine the Random Forest model and found that 99.5% accuracy in risk assessment. These finding important for SME financing and analyse the risk assessment with SMEs because traditional credit assessment may not work well with SMEs due to limited credit histories. Also, AI can monitor the changes in trading volume, total supply and daily price volatility and provide a protection from stablecoin risk (Lee et al., 2025).
AI is an advance technology and with the help of it, DeFi platform can monitor thousands of the transitions at a time. Also, it assesses the borrower risk. however, AI works differently in different situation like deep AR can be useful for predicting extreme losses while GARCH can works in normal financial risk (Mussoi Almeida et al., 2025). This suggests that AI should be used according to the risk but it does not mean that it can remove the traditional risk assessment model. Another importance issue in AI is that, AI use highly complex model to makes a decision for lending, this can become a problem when financing decisions affect access to capital. Therefore, the finding suggest that AI can improve the risk assessment, reduces the cost but human judgement remains important part to make lending decision.

The literature review suggest that DeFi has potential to become an alternative for SME finance which can reduce the liquidity requirement and improve the overall financial system and RWA tokenisation could increase the rage of assets like Invoices, receivables and other business-related assets which they can use to support financing. Also, Smart contract audit can increase the trust and can reduces the risk associate with DeFi and blockchain-based finance. However, these findings show that these benefits are not guaranteed. The cross-border transactions can create problem due to the different law and regulation. To improve and to grow this financial system, countries should make common or DeFi Friendly law and instead of controlling DeFi growth, they should support it. However, Regulatory uncertainty, smart-contract errors, cybersecurity threats, market volatility, high collateral requirements, governance problems and limited borrower information can restrict adoption. Therefore, AI and machine learning can support credit-risk assessment and fraud detection and can automate end to end transition. DeFi has potential to become an alternative of SME finance but it cannot replace the bank and other traditional finance and its success depend on the development of reliable asset verification, suitable credit assessment, secure smart contracts, effective governance, appropriate regulatory frameworks and sufficient technical capability among SMEs.
Overall, the large part of literature explains the technology, markets and risks of DeFi without directly addressing to the SMEs and 87.5% of the articles used secondary research. This creates a need for further research in this field particularly in DeFi and SMEs.

















[bookmark: _Toc241214684]Chapter - 5 Limitation								

The literature provides benefits of Decentralised Finance, stablecoins, Real-World Asset tokenisation and Artificial Intelligence in improving SME financing but several limitations need to be considered before reaching a final conclusion. The Limitation are related to the data, rapidly changing technology, search methods and geographical coverage the difficulty of applying technological findings to SME financing. The study mainly depends on 40 articles which itself create the limitation of literature review and in it only 5 articles are directly related to the SME financing. Out of 5 articles only 2 articles used primary data and other 3 articles used combination of primary and experimental data. This present that the most existing research is based on existing datasets rather than direct evidence from SMEs. Primary research provides more direct information about the experience of SMEs which includes Interviews or surveys with SME owners or finance department while secondary research used previous studies and article and analyse them. However, this finding is based on literature review where secondary data is used.
DeFi is fully based on technology, 29 of the 40 selected articles were published between 2024 to 2026 which shows that the field is developing quickly where any changes in technology, DeFi platforms, tokenisation models, AI methods can change or limit the findings. This time related limitation is relevant at the time when they conduct the research and may become less relevant as technology develops. The same limitation is applying on rules and regulation and changes in it can affect overall finding of this research. Furthermore, all these selected articles used different methodology which provides the different perspectives on the research topic like a conceptual study can support the tokenisation while machine leaning can predictive performance of a particular model.
The literature included studies from the different countries and showing that DeFi and blockchain-based finance are international research areas. In order to compare the studies with countries, USA contributed six studies, India five, China and Germany four each, and the United Kingdom three and all other countries contributed only one or two studies. This shows that distribution of studies is not equal and create limitation because DeFi is not limited for some countries. It operates across different countries and aims to support an international financial environment where legal and financial conditions can vary. Therefore, the limited research from some countries creates a limitation in understanding how different legal and financial environments can affect the use of DeFi for SME financing.
One more Limitation seen in all the articles is that they all are talking about many topics instead of DeFi and SME financing. where some studies discussed both DeFi and stablecoins, and some discussed DeFi and RWA, and only 5 directly connected to DeFi and SME financing. This overlap is useful for understanding the relationship between different technologies, which can help to improve the DeFi system and make it more suitable for SME financing. But overlap in these, However, the finding of these articles is overlapped and they are not directly answering how DeFi can be used for SME financing. 
In this research, risk was discussed in 38 studies, while regulation was discussed in 29 studies where DeFi risk can involve smart-contract errors, cybersecurity problems, oracle failures, market volatility while regularity related to digital asset and tokenisation countries is not widely discussed. As a result, the recommendations arising from this research should be understood within the context of different national legal and regulatory systems. Also, Ai can play an important role in credit risk assessment and has potential to automate the system. However, the AI evidence in the selected literature is relatively limited compared with DeFi and stablecoins and Only 11 studies discussed AI, which creates limitation in understanding the full effect of AI effect on SME credit-risk assessment. Additionally, different AI models can perform differently in different environments and with different types of data. As AI technology is developing rapidly, further developments in AI models, software and applications after the period covered by this research are not included. Therefore, the findings provide only a limited view of the current role of AI in SME credit-risk assessment and may not reflect future developments in the technology.
One of the most important points which may create limitation for SMEs financing is understanding technology and technical resources because not all the SMEs have good technology infrastructure and knowledge of DeFi, blockchain and digital finance, in this case, SMEs may face difficulties in understanding and using DeFi-based financing platforms. Therefore, they need employees with technical knowledge to operate DeFi platforms and manage finance for the company. Additionally, DeFi is a new technology, so strong long-term evidence about the effect of DeFi-based financing on SME growth is not available, and further research is required to understand the benefits and long-term effects on SME growth and sustainability. Overall, the main limitation of this study is the difference between the developing nature of DeFi technology and the relatively limited direct evidence about SME adoption. The systematic literature review provides a structured understanding of the current research, but most of the evidence is based on secondary data and relatively few studies directly examine SME financing.


















[bookmark: _Toc241214685]Chapter - 6 Conclusion							
 
The dissertation examined the role of Decentralised Finance, stablecoins, Real-World Asset (RWA) tokenisation and AI-based credit assessment to create an alternative of SME financing. SMEs always require finance to pay their operational expenses and manage their day-to-day business activities. However, due to lack of credit and collateral, SMEs are unable to improve and develop their businesses. To bridge gap between SMEs and Finance, DeFi provide a solution which can improve the SME financing and reduce the dependency of the traditional finance like bank and other financial bodies.
The research is based on secondary data and used Systematic Literature Review to provide the evidence to this DeFi based Finance system which followed the PRISMA 2020 framework and examined peer-reviewed English-language journal articles published between 2022 and 2026. The final review included 40 articles selected from the identified literature. 
DeFi provide financial services through blockchain-based systems and smart contracts without relying entirely on traditional financial intermediaries. This can potentially provide new ways for borrowers and lenders to interact digitally. Stablecoin provide a digital method of transferring and receiving funds, particularly where cross-border transactions or digital financial platforms are involved. RWA tokenisation covert real assets in digital token and support the transaction and smart contract can automate lending and repayment processes and reduces the intermediatory cost. Smart contract also improve transparency. 
However, regulatory, legal and operational barriers can restrict the SMEs to adopt the DeFi system. DeFi is a global financing system where anyone can use DeFi platforms to borrow or lend money. Unlike DeFi, traditional financing bodies like banks follow strict rule and regulation However, differences in DeFi regulation can create challenges for DeFi users. Therefore, countries should make DeFi friendly law to support the development of this finance system. Furthermore, KYC is also very important because digital financial systems like DeFi is based on blockchain which needs to manage risks related to fraud, money laundering and other financial crimes. Smart contract associate with risk where code error may create financial losses. Stablecoins also face risks because their value depends on reserves and supporting mechanisms. Artificial intelligence can use machine-learning models identify patterns associated with credit risk, fraud or potential default. Also, AI can analyse the financial condition and repayment ability of SMEs and can support automated transaction monitoring. However, AI decisions are based on data which can be manipulate. Also, in some study’s traditional methods for risk assessment work better than AI models.
Overall, this research indicates that DeFi has potential to provide an alternative to the traditional financial system. Therefore, it should not be viewed as a complete replacement for traditional finance, instead of that it can prove additional channels of finance and help fill the gap in SME finance.

[bookmark: _Toc241214686]Future Research Recommendations 
This research is based on literature reviews, future research should collect the data via interview and survey with SME owners, Future studies should also examine real-world cases of SMEs using tokenised assets or DeFi lending which could provide stronger evidence of their actual use and benefits for SMEs.
Future research could compare traditional finance and DeFi system, in terms of financing costs, collateral requirements, processing time, accessibility and repayment risks which could provide their actual use and benefits. Also, it should examine the use and effect of AI and machine learning for analyse the credit risk assessment and accuracy of AI models. Furthermore, the development and changes in regulation should examine how different regulatory frameworks affect the adoption of DeFi in different countries.
Finally, the future research should examine the long-term effect of DeFi on SME finance and provide the evidence whether SMEs are benefiting from DeFi to improve their financial need or whether the benefits are only short-term.
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