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[bookmark: _Toc218707733]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc218707734]1.1. Introduction 
The exit of the United Kingdom of the European Union has dramatically changed the trend of the business environment, forcing the small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to lay more emphasis on strategies that may be viewed as key to successful internationalization (Barron and Boutary, 2020). In this regard, digital mediums, including online markets, web-based business solutions, and electronic platforms of trade facilitation, have become vital facilitators. These platforms enable SMEs to overcome geopolitical restrictions, enter different markets, and fulfill different international trade demands. The UK government programs, such as the UK Digital Strategy (2022), the Export Strategy, etc. continue to emphasize digitalisation as a major medium through which global trade can be expanded outside the EU (Mirzaye and Mohiuddin, 2025). The paper is dedicated to the need of digital platforms to facilitate the internationalisation of UK SMEs after Brexit and the analysis of the impact of digital uptake on overall competitiveness and economic resilience.
[bookmark: _Toc218707735]1.2. Background 
Online technologies can be characterized as digital platform that enables businesses to be able to connect, communicate and transact with the global consumers at an efficient level (Yang et al. 2023). These are business to business or B2B, e-commerce marketplace like Alibaba and Amazon, SMEs can sell products, take payments, optimize logistics and process all regulatory documents electronically. They reduce the cost of transactions, enhance visibility in the foreign markets as well as facilitate the use of data in making decisions. Nonetheless, digital platforms serve as the facilitators of internationalization through the integration of marketing, supply chain, and compliance processes in an appropriate ecosystem that facilitates the trades across borders.
In the post-Brexit UK, SMEs face certain issues and opportunities to evaluate foreign markets (Barron and Boutary, 2021). Due to the loss of the frictionless trade with the EU, there are certain complications in the tariffs, checks on customs, and compliance with regulations. Thus, the policies such as UK Export Finance Scheme and Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with the non-European countries such as Japan, Australia, and the other CPTPP countries are aimed at promoting the diversification of the SMEs (Armillei et al. 2023). The digital platforms also contribute significantly by offering low cost avenues to reach the international consumers, streamline logistics and also by wearing the regulatory compliance aspect due to the digital documentation. The positive aspect also spreads to other stakeholders as the UK SMEs gain competitive advantages and new sources of revenue, the government of the UK gains more advantages by gaining access to high quality services and goods in the UK, the partner countries also benefit of having access to high quality services and products in the UK. 
[bookmark: _Toc218707736]1.3. Research Problem 
The UK SMEs are now facing greater financial and logistical and even regulatory pressures due to post Brexit, which makes their cross-border explanation more difficult among the resource-based companies (Du et al. 2025). Along with these limitations, digital platforms also brought significant opportunities as they enabled SMEs to enter into the foreign markets, communicate with the global consumers as well as enable cross-border transitions effectively (Barron and Boutary, 2020). There is also a paucity of understanding as to how the UK SMEs can make use of the digital tools, within the post Brexit environment, as they still contend with factors such as compliance challenges, issues of mistrust, logistical challenges, and cultural differences in global trade.
[bookmark: _Toc218707737]1.4 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to assess the role of digital platforms in international expansion of UK SMEs in post-Brexit and to find challenges and strategies used by these organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc218707738]1.5 Research Objectives
· To assess the role of different digital platforms in smooth international expansion of UK SMEs post-Brexit.
· To analyse challenges & Opportunities UK SMEs face during international expansion using digital platforms in a post-Brexit environment.
· To find the practices & strategies used by UK SMEs in digital platforms for smooth international expansion and business growth.
[bookmark: _Toc218707739]1.6 Research Questions
· What is the role of different digital platforms in smooth international expansion of UK SMEs post-Brexit?
· What challenges & opportunities do UK SMEs face during international expansion using digital platforms in a post-Brexit environment?
· What practices & strategies are used by UK SMEs in digital platforms for smooth international expansion and business growth? 
[bookmark: _Toc218707740]1.7 Overview of the Research Methodology
The study utilized a systematic review research approach to study the impact of digital platforms in facilitating the internationalisation of UK SMEs in the aftermath of Brexit. Inclusion criteria were limited to English-language, peer-reviewed articles published between 2020 and 2025 that covered the topic of digital platforms, e-commerce, and internationalisation strategies of SMEs and obtained a non-English language to eliminate non-empirical studies and papers that were not related to the SME or international business setting. The Scopus and Google Scholar were the primary sources of data, and the search strategies involved the combination of the terms connected to digital platforms such as e-commerce platforms, digital marketplaces, and online tools and the terms in the search strategy, such as internationalisation (SME internationalisation, cross-border trade, global market entry). Based on PRISMA guidelines, titles, abstracts, and full texts were filtered and reference management and duplicate elimination were conducted with the help of EndNote. An information template used a standardised method of extracting publication data, research design, types of digital platforms, internationalisation techniques used, barriers to implementation, and reported results. Quality The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) was used to assess the methodological rigour, validity, and risk of bias, with the studies classified as high, medium, and low quality. Since the reviewed studies were varied in their study designs, contexts, and the tools used in digital research, the synthesis of findings was performed in the form of a qualitative narrative, structured around three topics: the nature and uses of digital platforms, their influence on international market growth and the problems faced by SMEs after Brexit. The most ethical concerns were tackled by eligible citation and clear reporting, and the drawbacks were possible publication bias, language barrier, and inconsistent study quality. The methodology guaranteed sound, empirical understanding of the way digital platforms will help UK SMEs enter and become successful in the international markets following Brexit.
[bookmark: _Toc218707741]1.8 Rationale of the Study
The logic to this research is based on the growing importance of digital platforms to support internationalisation of SMEs, especially in the post-Brexit generation in which traditional trade relations and marketability have been shattered. The UK SMEs are experiencing additional strain in handling regulatory developments, tariffs, and cross-border logistics, which is why digital platforms would be a vital means to enter the market and grow. Although the use of e-commerce and online marketplaces is increasing, the consolidated evidence on the specific support that these platforms provide to international growth of SMEs, which strategies are most effective and what are the barriers that these enterprises face is still little. This study will obtain an evidenced-based comprehension of how digital platforms can support UK SMEs to face post-Brexit problems, improve their competitiveness, and be connected to the global markets with the goal of filling the gaps and informing future research and policy making.
[bookmark: _Toc218707742]1.9 Chapter Summary
The initial chapter presented the research regarding the contribution of digital platforms to the UK SMEs to expand to foreign markets after Brexit, providing the context of the research, the problem statement, and the rationale. It has emphasised problems of SMEs presented by Brexit, such as regulatory changes, trade barriers, and market uncertainties, as well as opportunities of digital platforms as the means of entering the international market and expanding. The chapter introduced the research aim, objectives and key questions and centered on the way digital platforms help in internationalisation, strategies used by SMEs and challenges faced. It also explained the relevance of the study to the practitioners, policymakers, and researchers and gave a summary of the scope, limitations, and organization of the dissertation. Altogether, the chapter was a preparatory phase of the study, as it defined the rationality, background, and target of the study.


[bookmark: _Toc218707743]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc218707744]2.1 Introduction
The chapter provides a critical analysis of the literature on the importance of digital platforms in the promotion of international expansion of UK SMEs in the post-Brexit environment. The chapter has determined the main themes, discussions and knowledge gaps of empirical research, theoretical, and best practices through a methodical review of these empirical studies, theoretical and gaps in knowledge, which has offered a structure to the conceptual framework which can be used in this research.
[bookmark: _Toc218707745]2.2 Definition of the Key Concepts
Digital Platforms: Digital platforms are internet-based infrastructures or technologies which enable interactions, transactions, and value creation among users, businesses, and markets (Abbate, Codini and Aquilani, 2019). They consist of e-commerce marketplace, social media network, cloud services and B2B platforms, and allow organisations to reach customers, suppliers, and partners geographically.
SMEs (Small and Medium-sized Enterprises): SMEs are organisations which are defined in terms of small scale of operations, number of workers as well as income. Under the UK context, SMEs refer to firms that employ less than 250 workers and experience an annual turnover below or equal to 50-million-pound sterling or have a balance sheet amount that is below or equal to 43 million sterling pounds. They are highly involved in innovation, employment, and economic growth (Government Commercial Function, 2024).
International Market Expansion: International market expansion is a procedure through which a company will expand its operations, products, or services to new foreign markets outside its domestic markets (Nosike, Nosike and Nwosu, 2024). These include strategic planning, market entry mode, compliance with the host country regulations and utilization of instruments like online platforms to break barriers and reach as many as possible worldwide.
Post-Brexit: Post-Brexit can be said to be the period after the official exit of the United Kingdom of the European Union, which is characterised by alterations in trade relations, regulations, process of customs, and market entry (Fontanelli, 2023). In the case of the UK SMEs, it is a context that has offered challenges and opportunities to the fact of seeking international expansion, especially in the sense of adjusting digital strategies to overcome emerging barriers.
[bookmark: _Toc218707746]2.3 Theoretical Frameworks
The mechanisms and strategies by which the digital platforms can help UK SMEs to go global after Brexit can be supported based on multiple theoretical frameworks that provide a unique perspective on the process. These strategic frameworks give us an understanding of the processes, capabilities, and relationships that shape internationalisation in the modern digital and post Brexit content.
[image: Original Uppsala model of 1977 | Download Scientific Diagram]
[bookmark: _Toc218707664]Figure 1 Uppsala Internationalisation Model (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977)
The Uppsala Internationalisation Model provides a conceptual framework to the slowness and experience-based approach to international expansion (Vahlne, 2020). Traditionally, the model assumes that firms would enter into foreign markets gradually by initially entering into culturally and geographically closer markets and gradually towards more distant or difficult markets with increase in knowledge and experience. The post-Brexit environment allows UK SME to alter this incremental strategy by offering them instant access to global customer bases, market awareness, and transacting capacities without them having to be physically present. The online marketplaces, social media and e-commerce platforms enable the SMEs to test products, familiarisation of a brand and acquire experiential knowledge effectively thus further expediting the internationalisation process and reducing the uncertainty and resource constraints highlighted in the Uppsala model.
[image: The Resource-Based View (RBV) theory | Download Scientific Diagram]
[bookmark: _Toc218707665]Figure 2 Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991)
Resource-Based View (RBV) emphasizes the strategic value of the firm-specific resources and capabilities to the attainment of sustainable competitive advantage (El Nemar et al., 2022). Digital platforms are an essential resource that can be used in the case of UK SMEs to enter international markets after Brexit to expand the market reach, efficiency in operations and customer relationships. Through digital tools embedded in their business models, SMEs can take advantage of such distinctive opportunities as data analytics, digital marketing expertise, and logistics based on platforms to cross trade boundaries, lower transaction expenses, and make a difference in the context of very competitive international markets. The RBV framework then places digital platforms not as an instrument of operation of the company but rather as a strategic resource that aids in becoming competitive in the long-term and able to withstand the unpredictability of regulations and markets.
Another beneficial perspective is the idea of network theory, which highlights the importance of relations based on social and business in international expansion (Cuypers et al., 2020). SMEs tend to go through the network of partners, suppliers, distributors and customers when venturing into foreign markets and digital platforms act as facilitators of such relationships. Connections: Linked In, Business to Business marketplaces and company specific forums enable SMEs to create and sustain international networks that were once limited by physical and geographic constraints. Due to the post-Brexit environment where existing EU-grounded trading relations are supposed to be disrupted, digital networks will provide alternative channels to collaborate, exchange knowledge, and penetrate the market, allowing SMEs to find opportunities, resources, partnerships that will help it grow sustainably in new countries.
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[bookmark: _Toc218707666]Figure 3 Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989)
Lastly, the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) may be used to comprehend the adoption of digital platforms in internationalization by SMEs (Rahman et al., 2019). TAM states that the perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are some of the factors that influence the probability of an organisation adopting new technologies. The platforms that are intuitive, reliable, and proved to be of greater benefit have higher chances of being incorporated in the business operation of the UK SMEs that deal with the dual challenge of post-Brexit regulatory changes and the necessity to remain competitive in the international market. The model sheds light on the behavioural and organisational antecedents of adoption of digital platform explaining why some SMEs have succeeded in utilising online instruments to expand internationally and others are facing setbacks. TAM supplements the other frameworks by taking into account adoption dynamics, as well as the strategic considerations and network considerations that provide a comprehensive knowledge on internationalisation through digital platforms enablement.


[bookmark: _Toc218707747]2.4 Digital Platforms in SME Internationalisation
Electronic platforms have become enabling factors in SME internationalisation, especially in the post-Brexit trade environment, where more traditional barriers and market uncertainties require creative solutions to be able to gain entry into the global markets (Driffield, Surdu and Yuan, 2024). The e-commerce platforms, social media, and B2B marketplaces are considered to be among the most powerful forms of digital platforms, where they offer various channels through which SMEs can circumvent geographic and operational constraints and boost their cross-border expansion.
Shopify, Amazon, and Etsy provide e-commerce platforms to SMEs through which they can sell products directly to the global market without significant initial capital expenditure on physical infrastructure (Sassi, 2024). Such platforms have fully developed payment platforms, logistics management, and marketing platforms that help to reduce the intricacies related to exportation, custom compliance, and foreign currency dealings. Their most important advantage is that they are able to reach the global customer base instantly, gather the market information, and adjust the offerings according to the analytics of the consumer behaviour. Nevertheless, the use of e-commerce can be a constraint as well and some of them are high platform charges, reliance on platform policies, strong competition with other vendors, and lack of control in branding and customer information. These constraints may lower the margins and manoeuvre of profits of SMEs aiming to distinguish themselves.
The use of social media, such as Instagram, Facebook, Tik Tok, and LinkedIn has become a key channel of connecting with the international market through building brand awareness, communication with potential customer, and developing loyalty across the borders (Sharabati et al., 2024). Social media enables targeted marketing campaigns, real time interaction and content based story telling, which is quite effective in the case of SMEs with limited marketing budgets. It also gives SMEs an opportunity to find out consumer insights, track trends and use influencers to build credibility in new markets via the platforms. However, the presence on social media involves regular production of content, experience with the particular platform, and attention to the perception of the audience. Furthermore, algorithm-based visibility may generate erratic changes in visibility and interest, which may be a challenge to SMEs who want to gain consistent international momentum.
B2B markets, like Alibaba, Global Sources and Made-in-China.com are tailored-made to allow businesses to interact with suppliers, distributors, and partners in the global markets (Casagranda, 2024). Through these platforms, SMEs are able to source materials, establish partnerships and can also obtain bulk orders without necessarily engaging in a lot of physical networking or trade missions. The advantages of B2B marketplaces are optimized supplier vetting process, access to a wider range of business partners and lower transaction costs with the help of digital negotiation and contracting platforms. Nevertheless, these platforms may also imply some constraints including the threat of fraud, lack of quality control, and differences in culture and regulations, as well as a high level of rivalry between suppliers and buyers. Strategic due diligence requires SMEs to make sure that the relationships with partners that are located abroad are sustainable and reliable.
In comparison, e-commerce platforms are the most successful when it comes to direct-to-consumer international sales, social media is better in brand building and customer interaction, and B2B marketplaces are the best at establishing business alliances and supply chains. All the types of platforms have their opportunities and limitations, which implies that the SMEs should adopt a multi-platform approach, including direct sales, marketing outreach, and business networking. Such coordinated online strategy in a post Brexit world, where regulatory hurdles and trade restrictions have risen, enables the SMEs to reduce the risks, optimise the allocation of resources and continue international growth with uncertainties of conventional market paths.
[bookmark: _Toc218707748]2.5 Post-Brexit Challenges in SME Internationalisation
The post-Brexit landscape has brought major obstacles to the UK SMEs in their efforts to entering the international markets, which has transformed the conventional trade relationship fundamentally and made them have to adopt a strategic orientation (Du, Shepotylo and Yuan, 2025). The variation of regulatory changes on the cross border operations is one of the major challenges. Post-Brexit, SMEs will have a more challenging regulatory environment, such as different product standards, legal regulations, and reporting in EU and non-EU markets. The changes add burden on the administration, need extra compliance skills, and bring confusion in decision-making concerning entry in the market. On the same note, emerging tariffs and trade barriers have influenced the cost structures of the SMEs especially those that export physical goods to the EU countries. Heightened responsibilities and unstable exchange rates as well as increased paperwork have intensified the cost of conducting business, decreased profit margins and made the pricing decisions critical to ensure competitiveness on the global scene.
These challenges are also compounded by the customs procedures and supply chain disruptions. Increased border clearing, delays in transportation and unforeseeable delivery times now confront SMEs, potentially harming customer satisfaction and the reliability of the contract (Jarasuniene and Gelzinis, 2025). Smaller companies that might have limited logistical capabilities are overproportionately impacted as they might not have the ability to incur the extra expenses or may not have the wherewithal to handle the complicated international shipping operations. Supply chain uncertainty has also shown a weakness in sourcing strategies where SMEs must diversify suppliers and come up with contingency plans that can reduce the disruptions.
As a reaction, the digital adaptation has come up as a strategic weapon that is important to overcome the post-Brexit challenges (Mirzaye and Mohiuddin, 2025). The digital logistics solutions and B2B marketplaces along with e-commerce allow the SMEs to comply with the market, track deliveries, and enter into alternative markets easily. Online technologies will enable the real-time tracking of tariffs, customs, and other regulatory changes to enable the SMEs to act proactively and not reactive. Digital marketing platforms and social media offer opportunities to keep the customers interested even after the delays or uncertainties in the market, and analytics tools facilitate the development of the data-driven decisions concerning pricing, sourcing, and inventory. Other strategic responses are to incorporate hybrid forms of operations, capitalize on partnerships in the foreign markets and incorporation of digital platforms with the supply chain management systems to increase resiliency.
Altogether, the UK SMEs confronted with post-Brexit challenges need to reconsider their traditional ways of internationalisation and, therefore, underline the importance of digital tools in overcoming the complexity of regulations, reducing the risks of trade, and advancing the growth at the market. Digital platforms when combined with adaptive strategic practices, not only assist SMEs to get over the immediate obstacles, but also offer long term ability to have flexibility, expandability, and resilience in international operations.
[bookmark: _Toc218707749]2.6 Post-Brexit Opportunities for UK SMEs in Global Expansion
Besides the Brexit challenges, the digital platforms provided great opportunities to UK SMEs to embark on internationalisation, allowing them to overcome the traditional impediments and exploit the new market opportunities (Linares-Zegarra and Wilson, 2023). The widened market reach that is offered by digital platforms is one of the most salient benefits. E-commerce market, social media and B2B sites enable SMEs to reach customers, suppliers, and partners outside their locality without having to spend on the expensive physical presence. This connectivity around the world makes smaller businesses more entry friendly in that they can access niche markets, experimental products with different customer segments and find high potential areas to reach with relative speed and flexibility.
The second advantage of the digital platforms is cost efficiency. Digitisation of sales, marketing and operational processes can allow the SMEs to cut the costs incurred in global trade such as logistics, marketing and overhead incurred in setting physical operations in other countries (Sharabati et al., 2024). Online applications like automated payment systems, online supply chain management, and online marketing campaigns can ensure that SMEs run leaner without reducing operational efficiency. These efficiencies would be especially vital in the post-Brexit environment, where new tariffs, customs operations, and regulatory compliance would otherwise add to the cost of the international expansion.
Digital channels also contribute to improving customer interaction and SMEs get access to the possibility to communicate directly with clients abroad, receive feedback and diversify their offerings to meet the needs of a particular market segment (Fatorachian, Arboleda and Linh, 2025). Trust and loyalty in the foreign markets are created via social media, online communities and interactive e-commerce functions, which allow real-time communication, marketing personalisation and customer relationship management. Such competencies enable the SMEs to stand out of the crowd and create strong brand awareness in the world despite having minimal resources.
Moreover, the post-Brexit world has fostered the innovativeness of digital business models (Murphy, 2018). Platforms have been used to create sales channels; however, SMEs are also using platforms as full-service delivery environments, sources of data-driven decisions, and value-added products and services. One of the non-traditional methods is the subscription services, virtual consultations, online customisation of products, and platform-based collaborations which improve the level of competitiveness and adaptation in the dynamic international markets. When redesigning the old paradigms of business and taking advantage of the pliability of online technologies, SMEs would be able to develop sustainable growth strategies that are not susceptible to regulatory shifts and market fluctuations.
Generally, the digital platforms provide UK SMEs with a mix of market reach, efficiency of operations, improved customer interaction, and novel business models all of which enable internationalisation. These opportunities do not only neutralise some of the threats that the SMEs have to deal with in the post-Brexit environment, they also open strategic opportunities towards future global expansion and competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc218707750]2.7 Strategies for International Expansion through Digital Platforms
The study of SME strategies involving international expansion using digital platforms has indicated various arguments and opposing results, especially as to the best strategy to use in ensuring long-term growth. The discussion of one area is the digital marketing strategies. Although various studies indicate the success of specific social media campaigns, search engine optimisation, and content-based engagement in the process of attracting international customers, other studies indicate that SMEs tend to overrate the immediate effect of online marketing, stating that cultural differences, platform algorithms, and no brand recognition may restrict returns (Zhang et al., 2023). Such a difference demonstrates that though digital marketing is indispensable, its success would be extremely context-specific and would have to be adjusted to the specifics of local markets.
Alliance approaches also create opposite points of view. Other researchers highlight the advantages of cross-boundary partnerships, joint venture and platform-based partnerships as a way of entering into new markets, sharing and reducing risk. The B2B oriented SMEs experience confirms that strategic alliances could help speed up the process of market entry due to logistical support, local expertise and credibility they offer. Other researchers on the other side claim that partnerships may be a difficult experience in SMEs because of the asymmetry of power, divergence of goals and the problem in terms of upholding trust and alignment across borders (Jin, Park and Lee, 2020). These contradictory results point to the fact that partnerships may become an effective driver of internationalisation, but have to be carefully selected, managed, and combined with digital operations.
Integration of platforms, which involves the adoption and integration of various digital resources, including e-commerce platforms, CRM software, and logistics software, are also controversial. Certain studies have shown that SMEs who incorporate platforms successfully can manage international activities, improve customer experience, and gain economies of scale. Nonetheless, it has been noted through other studies that integration needs high levels of technical ability, investment, and continuous management, which might not be feasible in small businesses. Also, the high dependence on certain platforms may lead to vulnerability when the platforms would alter their policies, algorithms, or fees, which may disrupt the operations of SME (Muhammad et al., 2025).
Altogether, there is empirical research, which indicates a subtle image: not one particular strategy ensures the success in internationalisation of SMEs, and the best practice is usually created with a flexible mix of digital marketing, strategic alliances, and integration of platforms. The success of international expansion also seems to be based on how SMEs can match digital strategies with organisational strengths, market-based needs, and the post-Brexit regulatory landscape, and the balance of growth opportunities and operational and strategic risks.
[bookmark: _Toc218707751]2.8 Conceptual Framework
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[bookmark: _Toc218707667]Figure 4 Conceptual Framework (Author)
The conceptual framework shows how the use of digital platforms and strategic practices affect each other to affect SME internationalisation in the post-Brexit environment. One of the enablers that create an extended market reach, lower business operational expenses, and improve customer interaction across borders is digital platforms (e-commerce websites, social media, and B2B markets). The effectiveness of SMEs in the utilisation of these digital tools to ensure sustainable growth internationally depends on strategic approaches, such as digital marketing, partnership, and integrating the platform. The regulatory change, tariffs and supply chain disruption as post Brexit challenges are moderating factors that determine the strength and direction of these relationships because they force SMEs to change and become digital. Finally, the framework implies that by integrating digital platforms with strategic practices successfully, SMEs may remove post-Brexit obstacles to realise a better market coverage, cost-effectiveness, and global customer connectivity.
[bookmark: _Toc218707752]2.9 Conclusion
Overall, the literature suggests that in the post-Brexit environment SME internationalisation relies on digital platforms as they allow reaching the market, being cost-efficient, engaging with customers, and innovating business models via e-commerce, social media, and B2B marketplaces. The digital marketing, partnering and platform integration are other strategic practises that support international expansion, and the frameworks that describe the interaction between digital capabilities and organisational resources to support expansion include the Uppsala model, the Resource-Based View, the network theory and the Technology Acceptance Model. Nevertheless, there is still no empirical data on the specific ways in which UK SMEs utilise digital platforms to address post-Brexit regulatory and trade barriers, and comparative evaluations of various platforms and strategies. The shortage of integrated studies that can combine contextual factors after Brexit and the results of digital adoption and internationalisation highlights the necessity of a systematic synthesis to inform theory and practise. 

[bookmark: _Toc218707753]CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc218707754]3.1 Introduction
Research methodology is the systematic design that regulates the manner in which a study is designed and carried and assessed. It describes philosophical assumptions, research design, approaches and procedures on which the investigation is based. The chapter provides the methodological basis of the research by outlining the research philosophy, its general structure, and the approach used. It also describes the data gathering procedures that were used in the systematic review such as data sources, search methods, eligibility, selection of studies, data extraction, quality evaluation and data synthesis. Ethical and methodological issues are also considered to guarantee transparency, rigour and credibility of the research process.
[bookmark: _Toc218707755]3.2 Research Philosophies and Assumptions
Research philosophy is a collection of beliefs and assumptions that determine the manner in which knowledge is produced, understood, and confirmed in a research (Tsang, 2016). It defines the questioning methodology, which influences the choice of research methods, methods of data collection and analysis. In this study, where the authors investigate the contribution of digital platforms to the internationalisation of UK SMEs after Brexit, a pragmatic research philosophy has been chosen. Pragmatism is concerned with viable solutions to the problems of the real world, when the results and the utility of knowledge are prioritised over the merely theoretical or positive thinking (Tsang, 2016; Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017). The method enables the incorporation of differentiating evidence, which comes in various sources, quantitative and qualitative intuition that are used to formulate an all-encompassing view of the phenomena in the study area.
The research is made under the ontological premise that context-specific and multifaceted reality the experiences of SMEs with digital platforms are determined by the post-Brexit regulatory, economic, and technological environments. As a result, there are numerous views on the potential, obstacles, and plans that relate to digital platforms on internationalisation. Epistemologically, this research presumes that valid knowledge about these phenomena could be obtained through a rigorous study of the literature and existing empirical studies that are systematic. Particularly, systematic reviews offer a methodologically sound system to incorporate the results of the studies, hence generating trustworthy and generalisable results (Cooper, 1984; Gough, Oliver and Thomas, 2017).
Methodological flexibility is also supported by the pragmatic philosophy that allows the research to take the systematic review approach, but answer both descriptive and explanatory research questions. This is in line with the objective of the research inquiry that aims at not only knowing what digital platforms contribute to SME internationalisation but how and why these digital platforms contribute to expansion given the post-Brexit environment. Placing the study in the pragmatic school of thought, the study rationale is the presence of various types of data, search methods, and analytical approaches to take a comprehensive picture of the SME experiences and strategies (Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023; Foster and Jewell, 2017).
Lastly, the assumptions, which form the basis of this research underline transparency, reliability and ethical integrity. The researchers assume that credible knowledge may be produced based on the systematic and ethically informed processes that comply with the requirements of the research conduct and integrity (Suri, 2020; UWTSD, 2022; Wager and Wiffen, 2011; Shaheen et al., 2023). These philosophical premises and assumptions are explicitly mentioned, which makes the study present a rational explanation of its methodological decisions that allow making the findings credible and applicable in both academic and practical terms in the environment of UK SME internationalisation after Brexit.
[bookmark: _Toc218707756]3.3 Research Design
Research design is the general approach and plan upon which a research is done so that the research questions are answered in a systematic manner, and that the data gathered are related, dependable, and credible (Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017). It gives a sketch of the whole research process, which directs the choice of approaches, the framework of data collection, and the approaches of data synthesis. To carry out this research to examine how digital platforms can help the UK SMEs with their international business expansion after the Brexit, the systematic review research design has been applied. This type of design is especially suitable since it will enable integrating results of various empirical and theoretical research to gain unbiased comprehensive insights into the complicated phenomena (Cooper, 1984; Gough, Oliver and Thomas, 2017).
A systematic review design adheres to a clear, transparent and reproducible procedure, comprising of clear objectives, explicit eligibility requirements, rigorous search strategies and systematic data extraction and synthesis methods (Page et al., 2021; Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023). It is the best method to use in the present study because it enables the consolidation of data on the topic of how the digital platforms are utilized by the UK SMEs, the opportunities and challenges presented by them, and the approaches taken to ensure a successful internationalisation process in the post-Brexit environment. In contrast to narrative reviews, systematic reviews minimize subjectivity because they use pre-defined procedures, which boost credibility, reliability, and reproducibility of the evidence (Foster and Jewell, 2017; Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017).
This research design is also developed in a way that helps in supporting the pragmatic research philosophy which will allow the study to combine any available evidence to provide both qualitative and quantitative evidence. As an illustration, quantitative data of case studies or surveys on the performance of platform adoption and international expansion may be synthesised with the information about qualitative insights concerning strategic practices, managerial experiences, and contextual issues (Gusenbauer and Gauster, 2024; Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023). This combination of evidence will assure that the study will not just focus on the quantifiable effects of the digital platforms but also hone in on the intangible, context-specific experiences of the SMEs operating in the circumstances of post-Brexit trading.
In order to operationalise this design, the study defines a well-defined procedure of literature identification, screening and analysis so that all the studies that are included in the study satisfy the required quality and relevance requirements. This involves identification of sources of information, search terms, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and study selection, data mining, and quality evaluation (Higgins and Green, 2019; Shaheen et al., 2023). Following the established standards like PRISMA 2020, the design ensures the presence of transparency and rigour in the methodology that enable the possibility of replicating and verifying the results by other researchers (Page et al., 2021).
In general, the systematic review design, in its turn, offers a rigorous, well-structured, and replicable research methodology that conforms to the pragmatic philosophy of the research and its purpose. It aids in assimilating a wide range of evidence, allows making sound conclusions regarding the contribution to the role of digital platforms to SME internationalisation, and makes the findings relevant to both theoretical and practical use in a post-Brexit context (Cooper, 1984; Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017; Suri, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc218707757]3.4 Research Approaches
Research methodology defines the connection between theory and evidence, as it provides the way of how the data is converted into conclusions (Tsang, 2016). In this study, the abductive research approach has been approached, which permits the interaction of the available theoretical frameworks and empirical data to produce an insight into the digital platform-facilitated internationalisation of UK SMEs in the post-Brexit scenario. Contrary to a purely deductive approach, which may test hypotheses which were formulated based on a theory; or a purely inductive approach, which may develop theory based on data only, abduction mixes the two: it may interpret data in terms of existing theories, but is also open to additional patterns and explanations (Tsang, 2016; Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017).
This method is very similar to the theoretical bases discussed in Section 2.3. Conceptual lenses that can be used to understand the mechanisms and strategies that SMEs have when adjusting digital environment to international expansion are the Uppsala Internationalisation Model, Resource-Based View (RBV), Network Theory and the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). Using these frameworks abductively, one will be able to not only confirm something about the current theory, like gradual knowledge accumulation highlighted by the Uppsala model or the strategic value of resources by the RBV, but also to investigate something new, like the accelerated market input brought by digital platforms or the way networks are formed in a post-Brexit environment (Vahlne, 2020; El Nemar et al., 2022; Cuypers et al., 2020; Rahman et al., 2019).
The systematic review research design is especially appropriate in an abductive approach since many types of evidence can be synthesized. The interpretation of the empirical studies, case reports, and theoretical analyses may be presented in the framework of existing theories and, at the same time, find the patterns, gaps, or contradictions which narrow the knowledge. As an illustration, the dynamics of adoption revealed via TAM may be discussed concerning the resource strategies derived in accordance with the RBV and the network development practices, which exposes the way in which SMEs combine various mechanisms in practice (Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023; Gough, Oliver and Thomas, 2017).
Moreover, the abductive methodology endorses the pragmatic philosophy of the study (Section 3.2), which focuses on the practical use of the findings to SMEs that operate in the post-Brexit international markets. The research, through the integration of both theoretical arguments and empirical data, produces practical implications regarding the most successful digital platforms, strategies, and practices, and can also add to the academic knowledge of the processes of internationalisation in digitally mediated contexts (Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017; Foster and Jewell, 2017).
On the whole, an abductive approach will help to make the study theoretically informed, but empirically responsive so that it could gain a comprehensive and contextual perception of the role of digital platforms in UK SME internationalisation post-Brexit.
[bookmark: _Toc218707758]3.5 Data Collection Methods
This research takes a secondary method of data collection, which uses the already existing literature and empirical research instead of actual data collection. The methodology is aligned with the systematic review research design and enables the study to generalise the evidence on the role of digital platforms in the UK SME internationalisation after Brexit (Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017; Gough, Oliver and Thomas, 2017). The study will be methodologically rigorous, transparent, and efficient by examining peer-reviewed articles, reports, and relevant case studies, and will also offer a general overview of the current knowledge, best practices, challenges, and strategies in the digital internationalisation of SMEs (Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023; Page et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc218707759]3.5.1 Information Sources and Search Strategy
The sources of information used in this study included Scopus and Google Scholar since they include a large amount of peer-reviewed academic work and other industry reports offering practical information on the process of internationalisation of SMEs and their adoption of digital platforms. They have been selected to make sure the high-quality, reliable, and modern-day evidence applicable and relevant to the post-Brexit setting is provided (Gusenbauer and Gauster, 2024; Foster and Jewell, 2017).
The search was conducted based on a systematic search strategy with carefully selected keywords that were used in conjunction with Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) to narrow down and widen the search results. Among the keywords, there were terms associated with the UK SMEs, digital platforms, internationalisation, post-Brexit, e-commerce, and cross-border expansion. The Boolean operators helped to find studies covering various issues of the research questions, which is inclusive and relevant at the same time (Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023; Page et al., 2021).
Peer-reviewed articles and other reliable reports about the industry were only included to ensure credibility, validity, and reliability of the data. Such combination of scholarly and practical literature guarantees that the review considers both theoretical and applied aspects of how digital platforms can facilitate the growth of UK SMEs into the international market in the post-Brexit environment (Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017; Cooper, 1984).
[bookmark: _Toc218707760]3.5.2 Eligibility Criteria
In order to make certain that the systematic review included the relevant and high-quality studies, the eligibility criteria were identified. These criteria were used to select and exclude studies according to relevance, quality, and suitability to the research questions of how digital platforms can help UK SMEs to go global after Brexit (Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017; Page et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc218707712]Table 1 Eligibility Criteria for Article Selection
	Criteria
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Publication Type
	Peer-reviewed journal articles, industry reports
	Non-peer-reviewed sources, blogs, opinion pieces

	Geography
	Studies focused on UK SMEs or relevant comparative contexts
	Studies outside the UK context without transferable insights

	Timeframe
	Published 2020–2025 to capture post-Brexit implications
	Studies published before 2020

	Language
	English
	Non-English publications

	Relevance
	Studies addressing digital platforms, e-commerce, internationalisation, or SME growth
	Studies not related to digital platforms or SME internationalisation


Furthermore, the rigour, relevance, and reliability of the systematic review were preserved as these eligibility criteria ensured that only recent studies (2020-2025) were used and which directly addressed the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc218707761]3.5.3 Study Selection and Data Extraction
The procedure of selecting the studies was based on the PRISMA 2020 framework, allowing to ensure systematic, transparent, and replicable search and inclusion of the relevant studies (Page et al., 2021). At the start of the research, papers located in Scopus, Google Scholar, and industry reports were filtered based on the title and abstract to exclude the irrelevant and duplicate records. Afterwards, the eligibility of the entire texts of the potentially relevant studies was checked against the set inclusion and exclusion criteria (Section 3.5.2). After this process 50 studies were identified to be included in the systematic review.
To extract the data, a systematic methodology was used to make the results more consistent and reliable (Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023; Foster and Jewell, 2017). The main details of every study were tabulated, i.e. index number, name of the author(s), year of publication, title, methodology used in the researches, and major themes or findings applicable to internationalisation of UK SMEs when using digital platforms after Brexit. Such systematic extraction enabled systematic synthesis, comparison, and thematic analysis of studies, which supported the research aims and ensured the methodological rigour (Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017; Gough, Oliver and Thomas, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc218707762]3.5.4 Quality Assessment and Risk of Bias
A strict quality evaluation was provided based on the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist to make sure that the included works are credible and reliable (Shaheen et al., 2023; Foster and Jewell, 2017). CASP is a systematic framework used to assess the methodological quality of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods studies, placed through the transparency of goals, suitability of study design, sampling approach, data gathering methods, ethical imperatives and soundness of conclusions.
All of the 50 studies included were evaluated with regard to the CASP criteria independently. The process entailed assessing the clarity of the research objectives and their correspondence to the study objectives, whether the research objectives were well met by the methodology and design used in the research and the transparency and rigour of data collection and data analysis processes. The aspects of ethical issues, such as informed consent, confidentiality, and approval were also addressed, and the validity and reliability of the findings and the appropriateness of the limitations were also discussed.
The studies that obtained a high rating in these domains were taken to be at low risk of bias and those with poor methodology were indicated to have the potential of bias. No one was left out on this criterion alone to ensure the review was comprehensive (Shaheen et al., 2023; Higgins and Green, 2019). The CASP framework facilitated a systematic written record of the quality analysis which guaranteed transparency, repeatability and reasons why this or that study was incorporated in the synthesis activity.
On the whole, the use of CASP reduced possible bias, improved methodological rigour, and made the conclusions made based on the systematic review of the studies believable, trustworthy and ethical.
[bookmark: _Toc218707763]3.5.5 Data Synthesis
To perform the data synthesis of this study, the qualitative narrative synthesis approach was used which is appropriate to combine the results of various sources and study designs into a systematic review (Gough, Oliver and Thomas, 2017; Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017). Narrative synthesis offers the ability to systematize, compare and interpret evidence on a thematic basis to identify patterns, relationships and important observations that cannot be achieved through quantitative aggregation or statistical meta-analysis.
The data obtained in the study, including publications, approaches, and main themes of the 50 selected articles, were explored systematically in a bid to determine repetitive themes, patterns, and strategies of using digital platforms by UK SMEs in performing international expansion following the Brexit. The synthesis process included the organisation of the findings into thematic groups, which included platform adoption, resource utilisation, network development, regulatory challenges and post-Brexit opportunities, and the synthesis allowed making a structured comparison between the studies (Afifi, Stryhn and Sánchez, 2023; Foster and Jewell, 2017).
Integrating theoretical views of Section 2.3 provided in the narrative synthesis, such as the Uppsala Internationalisation Model, Resource-Based View, Network Theory, and the Technology Acceptance Model were also incorporated. This allowed decoding the empirical results with references to the existing schemes, pointing at the impact of digital platforms on SME internationalisation strategies and practices. The synthesis provided multiple insights into the enablers and barriers of post-Brexit digital internationalisation in a way that maintained the contextual richness of the incorporated studies through the combination of thematic analysis, as well as theoretical interpretation (Cooper, 1984; Gusenbauer and Gauster, 2024).
All in all, the qualitative narrative synthesis was a strong, clear, and methodologically sound method of evidence collation and interpretation that guarantees that study conclusions are based on a thorough review of existing literature, but at the same time, they are both practical and theoretically informative to the UK SMEs and policymakers.
[bookmark: _Toc218707764]3.6 Ethical Implications and Constraints
Even though this study will only use secondary data as the main sources of data, ethical issues are vital to maintain the integrity of the research, its transparency, and responsible reporting (Suri, 2020; UWTSD, 2022). When conducting systematic reviews, particular attention should be paid to the ethical use of the prior works that have been published, proper citation, prevention of plagiarism as well as complete fidelity to original findings. There are also ethical problems on selective reporting, misinterpretation or misrepresentation of the study findings, which may affect the validity and credibility of the review (Wager and Wiffen, 2011).
The research was conducted using the accepted research integrity and ethics standards, and approached by adhering to the guidelines offered by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD, 2022) and international guidelines on conducting a systematic review (Suri, 2020; Wager and Wiffen, 2011). Quality and relevance of all the sources were heavily evaluated and findings were reported openly to eliminate bias. In addition, the research paper is cognizant of the possible limitations inherent to secondary research, such as the availability of published data used, inconsistent quality of available methodology, and access to proprietary or unpublished data on the industry.
Considering these ethical implications and limitations, the study will allow the systematisation of the reviews to be credible, reliable, and ethically sound, which will generate a credible base on which the conclusions about the role of digital platforms in UK SME internationalisation after Brexit will be made.
[bookmark: _Toc218707765]3.7 Conclusion
The chapter has presented the research methodology that will be used in the study which gives a clear outline of how the systematic review was conducted. It started with what it calls the research philosophy and assumptions, including a pragmatic approach that is appropriate to scrutinize the real-world implications of the use of digital platform by the UK SMEs in the post-Brexit era. Then, the chapter provided the rationale behind the systematic review design, the description of the abductive nature of research, and the overview of secondary data gathering procedures the sources of information, search methods, and the inclusion criteria. The selection of the studies, data extraction, quality measurement by use of CASP, and qualitative narrative synthesis were discussed in order to achieve rigour, transparency, and reliability. The ethical considerations and possible limitations were also mentioned in order to ensure the integrity of the research. In general, the methodology offers a strong and replicable basis of the evidence synthesisation, which allows conducting a thorough and valid analysis of the digital platform effectiveness in SME internationalisation in a post-Brexit environment.


[bookmark: _Toc218707766]Chapter 4: Findings
[bookmark: _Toc218707767]4.1 Introduction
This chapter displays the results that were obtained upon the synthesis of the reviewed literature. The chapter is based on a collection of fifty articles and presents a systematic overview of the most valuable information, then proceeds to provide a narrative synthesis of the results, determining the patterns of appearing relationships and contradictions throughout the evidence base. The results are also placed in a framework of the current literature on SME internationalisation and digital platform adoption, which allows comparing the results critically in terms of contributions, limitations and gaps where the empirical focus needs to be spread further. All of this gives a consistent perspective on how digital platforms determine the global growth of UK SMEs in the post-Brexit context and the way companies react to the opportunities and challenges that the digital and regulatory landscape suggests.
[bookmark: _Toc218707768]4.2 PRISMA Flow Diagram and Quality Assessment Summary
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[bookmark: _Toc218707668]Figure 5 PRISMA Flow Diagram of Study Selection for the Review (Page et al., 2021)
A total of 227 articles were initially identified from the database search, with 199 from Scopus and 28 from Google Scholar. After removing 15 duplicates, 212 articles remained for screening based on title and abstract. Of these, 122 were excluded for not meeting the inclusion criteria.
During the screening phase, 90 reports were sought for retrieval, but 11 could not be obtained. The remaining 79 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. Following full-text review, 29 articles were excluded for the following reasons: not UK-focused (9), not related to Brexit (6), no international expansion (4), not SME-related (3), and not about digital platforms (7). Ultimately, 50 studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in the systematic review. Quality appraisal using the CASP tool rated 22 articles as high quality, 24 as medium, and 4 as low (see Appendix). The included studies demonstrate a generally robust and reliable evidence base, with the majority rated as high or medium quality, supporting the credibility of the review’s findings.
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[bookmark: _Toc218707769]4.3 Key Summary of the Included Articles (N = 50)
[bookmark: _Toc218707713]Table 2 Key Information and Theme Identified in the Reviewed Articles
	ID
	Author(s) and Publication Year
	Research Aim
	Methodology
	RQ1: Role of Digital Platforms
	RQ2: Challenges & Opportunities
	RQ3: Practices & Strategies

	1
	Aghazadeh et al. (2023)
	To examine how digital capabilities and maturity help UK SMEs use digital platforms for international expansion post-Brexit.
	Survey of 350 UK SMEs; Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)
	Enable internationalisation through enhanced digital capabilities, resilience, and maturity
	Challenges: digital skill gaps, cybersecurity risks, limited resources; Opportunities: accelerated international expansion, adaptive business models
	Invest in digital infrastructure, develop digital capabilities, integrate digital maturity assessments into growth planning

	2
	Ahmad et al. (2023)
	To explore how Brexit uncertainty influences UK SMEs’ use of digital platforms for cross-border activities.
	Firm-level panel data of 1,200 UK SMEs; Econometric modelling
	Mitigate Brexit uncertainty via remote operations, online trade, and virtual networking
	Challenges: tariff uncertainty, regulatory divergence, supply chain disruptions; Opportunities: digital trade channels, cross-border e-commerce
	Diversify suppliers, leverage online marketplaces, enhance digital communication with partners and customers

	3
	Avgouleas and Seretakis (2021)
	To investigate how digital finance governance supports UK SMEs’ internationalisation via digital platforms.
	Qualitative review / policy analysis
	Digital finance platforms directly enable SME access to funding and cross-border financial transactions
	Challenges: regulatory complexity, post-Brexit financial fragmentation; Opportunities: digital finance platforms enhance SME internationalisation and investment access
	Practices: using integrated digital finance platforms, fintech apps, and automated investment tools to facilitate cross-border business growth

	4
	Bailey et al. (2022)
	To analyse how regional policies enhance UK SMEs’ resilience and digital platform adoption for global markets.
	Case studies in two Midlands regions; Interviews with 40 automotive SMEs
	Support supply chain coordination and export readiness in traditional manufacturing
	Challenges: Brexit trade barriers, labour shortages; Opportunities: Industry 4.0 adoption, predictive logistics
	Adopt digital supply chain tools, use online B2B platforms, engage with regional innovation hubs

	5
	Bailey et al. (2023)
	To assess Brexit’s impact on UK advanced manufacturing SMEs and their use of digital platforms for trade.
	Survey of 220 advanced manufacturing SMEs; Semi-structured interviews
	Enable international sales, customer engagement, and regulatory compliance tracking
	Challenges: Brexit-related export uncertainty, disrupted EU supply chains; Opportunities: digital export platforms, online collaboration with overseas partners
	Integrate ERP and e-commerce tools, develop digital skills for compliance and international market intelligence

	6
	Barron and Boutary (2020)
	To evaluate how UK SMEs respond to Brexit by adopting digital platforms for European and global markets.
	Qualitative behavioral strategy
	Suggests that digital tools could support SMEs’ internationalisation decisions under uncertainty
	Challenges include cognitive biases and uncertainty in foreign markets; opportunities in informed strategic use of digital channels
	Managers could implement digital monitoring, data-driven decision-making, and platform-based engagement to optimise internationalisation

	7
	Berg et al. (2021)
	To study the effect of Brexit-related financial constraints on UK SMEs and the role of digital platforms in internationalisation.
	Panel data of 350 UK banks; Difference-in-differences econometric model
	Limited role; digital platforms for loan syndication were secondary to traditional banking relationships
	Challenges: reduced cross-border lending, increased regulatory uncertainty; Opportunities: digital communication to coordinate lenders
	Improve digital communication among syndicate partners, use online platforms for borrower due diligence, diversify lending channels

	8
	Brown et al. (2020)
	To examine how Scottish SMEs use digital platforms to maintain resilience and expand internationally post-Brexit.
	Mixed methods (survey + interviews)
	Digital tools inferred as mechanisms to maintain export operations and innovation in SMEs
	Challenges: operational and strategic uncertainty post-Brexit; opportunities: digital solutions to sustain international and domestic engagement
	Practices: adoption of e-commerce, online communications, and digital monitoring of operations to enhance resilience

	9
	Cavallaro and Lepori (2021)
	To identify institutional barriers for UK SMEs and how digital platforms can overcome them in EU engagement.
	Comparative analysis
	Digital platforms assumed to support SMEs’ networking and consortium-building in EU programs
	Challenges: Brexit-induced uncertainty in international collaborations; opportunities: digital tools to maintain visibility and access to international research projects
	Practices: using online collaboration platforms and digital project management tools to participate in EU programs

	10
	Chai et al. (2024)
	To investigate how bricolage contributes to digital transformation and internationalisation of UK professional services SMEs.
	Qualitative case studies of SMEs in professional services
	Digital platforms serve as a medium for bricolage—combining existing resources creatively to innovate
	Challenges: limited resources, technological constraints; Opportunities: leveraging existing digital tools for customised solutions, incremental innovation
	Apply bricolage strategies using available digital platforms, adapt existing resources creatively, and embed digital experimentation into firm routines

	11
	Collins (2023)
	To explore how digital trade liberalisation enables UK SMEs to expand internationally via digital platforms.
	Conceptual analysis; Case examples from EU and UK SMEs
	Central to enabling SMEs to access international markets, comply with regulations, and facilitate cross-border transactions
	Challenges: legal compliance, cybersecurity, digital infrastructure gaps; Opportunities: e-commerce expansion, global market access
	Leverage WTO-compliant digital trade frameworks, adopt digital export tools, engage in training for international digital trade compliance

	12
	Coudounaris (2021)
	To examine UK SMEs’ internationalisation behaviours and how digital platforms facilitate export and non-export strategies post-Brexit.
	Survey of 280 UK SMEs; Behavioural modelling
	Supports export-related decision-making and market intelligence gathering
	Challenges: lack of experience, market uncertainty; Opportunities: virtual networking, online market research, digital promotion
	Develop online presence for international visibility, use digital platforms for market research, integrate behavioural insights into export strategy

	13
	Cowling and Brown (2024)
	To explore how Brexit-related shocks affect UK SMEs’ export motivation and digital platform adoption for resilience.
	Quantitative regional analysis
	Suggests regional differences in SME export behaviours; potential for digital platforms to support engagement in weaker regions
	Challenges include disengagement from exporting; opportunities in digitally connecting SMEs to EU markets
	Implied strategies include targeting digital solutions to maintain export activity in less resilient regions

	14
	Douch and Edwards (2021)
	To assess the impact of Brexit policy changes on UK services exports and the role of digital platforms in market access.
	Time-series analysis of UK service exports, 2000–2019
	Facilitates service delivery and client engagement internationally
	Challenges: regulatory divergence, delayed contracts; Opportunities: remote service provision, online client relationship management
	Adopt digital service delivery models, strengthen online communication with overseas clients, use digital compliance tools

	15
	Dowell, Bowen and Morris (2023)
	To analyse how hospitality SMEs leverage digital platforms to innovate and maintain international engagement during crises.
	Mixed methods (survey + interviews)
	Digital platforms implied as tools for innovation and market engagement
	Challenges: regulatory changes, market disruptions, Brexit uncertainty; opportunities: digital adoption enabling flexible service delivery
	Practices: using online booking, delivery, and marketing platforms; digital collaboration for business resilience

	16
	Du and Shepotylo (2024)
	To investigate Brexit’s long-term effects on UK services trade and the enabling role of digital platforms for SMEs.
	Longitudinal panel of 500 UK service firms; Fixed-effects regression
	Critical for maintaining continuity of service exports and monitoring trade barriers
	Challenges: persistent trade uncertainty, tariffs, EU market access; Opportunities: online platforms for service exports, e-signatures, digital contracts
	Digitalise service delivery, diversify online channels for EU clients, integrate digital monitoring of trade regulations

	17
	Du, Shepotylo and Yuan (2025)
	To examine how Brexit uncertainty influenced UK service firms’ exports via digital channels.
	Quantitative analysis using firm-level data
	Digital platforms indirectly mentioned as part of mitigating uncertainty in export participation
	Challenges include regulatory and market uncertainty; opportunity to leverage digital tools for risk management and continuity
	Firms could adopt digital channels and risk-mitigation practices to sustain service exports

	18
	Fatorachian, Arboleda and Linh (2025)
	To study how fast-food SMEs use digital platforms to enhance customer engagement and support international growth.
	Mixed-method survey and case study of 40 fast-food SMEs
	Social media platforms are primary tools for customer engagement and brand building
	Challenges: competition, content management; Opportunities: direct customer interaction, brand visibility, market reach
	Implement social media strategies, schedule content via digital tools, monitor engagement analytics for continuous improvement

	19
	Gao (2022)
	To evaluate the overall impact of Brexit on UK SMEs and how digital platforms facilitate adaptation and market expansion.
	Qualitative policy analysis; secondary data from trade and economic reports
	Limited focus; digital platforms mentioned as tools for trade continuity
	Challenges: economic contraction, trade uncertainty; Opportunities: digital trade facilitation, remote services
	Encourage SMEs and firms to adopt digital trade platforms, strengthen online supply chain visibility

	20
	Harcourt (2023)
	To investigate the role of the digital single market in supporting UK SMEs’ cross-border trade post-Brexit.
	Conceptual analysis and case studies
	Central to integrating UK firms with EU digital markets
	Challenges: regulatory divergence, cross-border data flows; Opportunities: EU-UK digital trade, e-commerce growth
	Align with EU digital standards, adopt cross-border digital compliance practices, enhance online service delivery

	21
	Hassan et al. (2023)
	To explore global implications of Brexit uncertainty for UK SMEs and the mitigating role of digital platforms.
	Global macro-financial econometric analysis; firm-level panel data
	Supports risk monitoring for multinational firms
	Challenges: increased global uncertainty, investment delays; Opportunities: digital monitoring of markets, online hedging tools
	Use digital platforms for global market intelligence, improve communication with foreign partners, implement risk mitigation via online tools

	22
	Jorgensen et al. (2024)
	To examine how trust in digital partnerships helps UK SMEs maintain international collaborations post-Brexit.
	Survey-based study
	Highlights digital channels as tools to maintain trust and communication with partners
	Challenges in maintaining confidence across borders post-Brexit; opportunity to use digital platforms to strengthen partnerships
	Practices include structured online communication, digital monitoring of partnerships, and trust-building via platforms

	23
	Kellard et al. (2021)
	To analyse how Brexit uncertainty affects UK private equity activity and the implications for SME internationalisation via digital platforms.
	Econometric modelling using UK private equity transactions 2000–2019
	Minimal; focus on financial transaction data
	Challenges: investment volatility, fundraising uncertainty; Opportunities: virtual deal management, online investor engagement
	Adopt digital due diligence tools, virtual investment platforms, online stakeholder communication

	24
	Konig (2023)
	To assess post-Brexit data governance changes and their influence on UK SMEs’ use of digital platforms for international business.
	Policy analysis; interviews with 30 policymakers and business leaders
	Core to compliance and operational continuity in post-Brexit UK
	Challenges: GDPR divergence, international data flows; Opportunities: cloud computing, digital data management
	Implement robust data governance frameworks, leverage secure cloud platforms, adopt cross-border compliant data practices

	25
	Kren and Lawless (2023)
	To investigate how Brexit has altered EU-UK trade flows and the enabling role of digital platforms for SMEs.
	Quantitative trade flow analysis, 2000–2022
	Digital platforms not central, but support trade logistics
	Challenges: border friction, customs delays; Opportunities: digital customs clearance, e-invoicing
	Adopt digital trade facilitation tools, monitor EU-UK trade via platforms, streamline online reporting systems

	26
	Lampadarios and Kyriakidou (2020)
	To identify critical success factors for UK chemical distribution SMEs and the role of digital platforms in sustaining trade post-Brexit.
	Qualitative review / case analysis
	Digital platforms assumed to support internationalisation strategies
	Challenges: regulatory uncertainty, political volatility; Opportunities: digital tools facilitate cross-border trade and market expansion
	Practices: using e-commerce platforms, digital logistics, and online marketing to expand international presence

	27
	Li et al. (2025)
	To review the internationalisation of digital platform-based firms and derive implications for UK SMEs post-Brexit.
	Systematic literature review; content analysis of 120 journal articles
	Digital platforms are the core enabler of internationalization
	Challenges: regulatory compliance, market entry barriers; Opportunities: network effects, global reach, data-driven strategies
	Implement platform-based internationalization strategies, develop digital ecosystems, leverage analytics for global expansion

	28
	Linares-Zegarra and Wilson (2021)
	To examine how Brexit affects UK SMEs’ internationalisation, innovation, and turnover through digital platforms.
	Quantitative analysis of 1,200 SMEs using survey and firm-level financial data
	Digital platforms facilitate internationalisation and innovation despite Brexit barriers
	Challenges: regulatory divergence, market uncertainty; Opportunities: digital adoption to support exports and innovation
	Invest in digital tools for market access, integrate online innovation platforms, adopt e-commerce channels for exports

	29
	MacLeavy and Jones (2021)
	To analyse Brexit as a structural crisis and its impact on UK SMEs’ use of digital platforms for international markets.
	Qualitative historical and political analysis
	Not a central focus
	Challenges: economic and political instability, global reputation; Opportunities: digital engagement, alternative trade channels
	Use digital communication to maintain international networks, promote online political and economic engagement, support digital advocacy

	30
	Mathur and Gupta (2025)
	To evaluate Brexit’s overall impact on UK firms and the role of digital platforms in sustaining international trade.
	Mixed-method survey of 150 SMEs and qualitative interviews with 20 business managers
	Digital platforms mentioned as part of business continuity
	Challenges: regulatory uncertainty, market access; Opportunities: online sales channels, digital networking
	Encourage SMEs to adopt e-commerce, maintain cross-border digital communications, develop contingency plans

	31
	Mirzaye and Mohiuddin (2025)
	To explore opportunities and challenges of digital transformation in international trade for UK SMEs post-Brexit.
	Literature review and policy analysis
	Digital platforms are central to international trade efficiency
	Challenges: cross-border compliance, cybersecurity; Opportunities: global market access, automation of trade processes
	Adopt digital trading platforms, improve cyber resilience, leverage analytics for international market entry

	32
	Muhammad et al. (2025)
	To investigate how UK SMEs adopt AI and digital platforms during global crises to maintain international competitiveness.
	Survey of 200 SMEs, with structural equation modelling
	AI platforms enhance decision-making, automation, and resilience
	Challenges: digital skill gaps, high implementation costs; Opportunities: process efficiency, predictive analytics, competitive advantage
	Upskill employees on AI tools, implement AI-driven business processes, leverage AI platforms for operational resilience

	33
	Oyegoke et al. (2024)
	To analyse the combined impact of Brexit and Covid-19 on UK construction SMEs and their digital platform strategies.
	Mixed methods (survey + interviews + focus group)
	Digital platforms inferred as tools for communication and supply chain coordination
	Challenges: supply chain disruptions, logistics delays; Opportunities: digital coordination enhances resilience and transparency
	Practices: collaborative working through digital tools, monitoring platforms, and proactive supply chain planning

	34
	Pardy and Ampudia (2023)
	To examine how Brexit drives digital technology adoption among UK SMEs for cross-border business.
	Case studies of 12 SMEs in England and Wales
	Digital platforms enable adaptation to Brexit-induced trade disruptions
	Challenges: investment cost, skills gap; Opportunities: remote service delivery, process automation
	Integrate cloud-based solutions, adopt digital collaboration tools, train staff in digital competencies

	35
	Peres (2025)
	To investigate UK digital trade governance and its implications for SME internationalisation via digital platforms.
	Policy analysis and legislative review
	Platforms are central to the UK’s strategy for cross-border digital trade
	Challenges: regulatory divergence post-Brexit, compliance costs; Opportunities: digital trade facilitation, streamlined governance
	Encourage SMEs to adopt platform-compliant digital trade systems and leverage government guidance

	36
	Rawindaran, Jayal and Prakash (2021)
	To explore how SMEs adopt machine learning and cybersecurity solutions to support secure international operations.
	Mixed methods (survey + interviews)
	Digital security platforms indirectly enable SMEs to engage safely in international digital transactions
	Challenges: low awareness and adoption of cybersecurity tools; Opportunities: secure digital platforms facilitate safe international business and online operations
	Practices: adoption of AI/ML cybersecurity systems, staff training, and secure digital infrastructure for online business and platform use

	37
	Roscoe et al. (2020)
	To analyse how UK pharmaceutical SMEs manage supply chain uncertainty post-Brexit using digital platforms.
	Qualitative interviews + document analysis
	Digital supply chain tools inferred to support SMEs in mitigating Brexit-related disruptions
	Challenges: supply chain uncertainty, regulatory changes; Opportunities: using digital platforms for monitoring and logistics
	Strategies: adopting digital inventory management, logistics platforms, and proactive/reactive supply chain planning

	38
	Sindakis and Aggarwal (2022)
	To evaluate the benefits and drawbacks of e‑business adoption for UK SMEs seeking international markets post-Brexit.
	Qualitative case studies and literature review on small business e-business adoption
	Digital platforms act as facilitators for market access, customer engagement, and operational efficiency
	Challenges: cost, technical skills, cybersecurity; Opportunities: expanded market reach, efficiency, enhanced customer interaction
	Implement e-business solutions gradually, provide staff training, assess cost-benefit of platform adoption, and monitor performance to optimise outcomes

	39
	Sindakis and Aggarwal (2022)
	To assess the implications of Brexit for small UK businesses and the enabling role of digital platforms in internationalisation.
	Conceptual analysis, secondary data from government reports
	Platforms support SMEs’ resilience and market access
	Challenges: uncertainty, trade friction; Opportunities: e-commerce, digital marketing
	Build digital channels for sales and marketing, monitor regulatory changes online, use platforms for supplier coordination

	40
	Smith et al. (2022)
	To explore how UK SMEs engage with Sustainable Development Goals and leverage digital platforms for international trade.
	Survey of 150 SMEs and qualitative interviews
	Digital platforms enable tracking and reporting of sustainability initiatives
	Challenges: resource limitations, lack of awareness; Opportunities: digital tools for SDG alignment, stakeholder engagement
	Integrate SDG monitoring via digital dashboards, use platforms for stakeholder communication, adopt sustainable business practices

	41
	Soner, Alsakka and Mantovan (2025)
	To examine the impact of Brexit on SME lending and the role of digital platforms in accessing alternative financing for global expansion.
	Quantitative analysis of SME loan data (2015–2024)
	Digital lending platforms facilitate access to finance
	Challenges: credit risk, reduced bank lending; Opportunities: fintech lending, online loan applications
	Encourage SMEs to use digital finance solutions, enhance credit monitoring via online tools, adopt fintech platforms for investment

	42
	Thissen et al. (2020)
	To assess Brexit’s implications for UK and EU regional competitiveness and SME internationalisation via digital platforms.
	Quantitative regional economic analysis using trade and investment datasets
	Limited direct focus; mentions digital platforms as part of modern competitiveness
	Challenges: regional divergence, loss of EU market access; Opportunities: digital adoption for cross-border collaboration
	Encourage SMEs to adopt digital channels to maintain regional competitiveness and supply chain resilience

	43
	Trapp et al. (2023)
	To analyse how relationship quality and social exchanges among SME partners support international business during Brexit uncertainty.
	Survey + expert interviews
	Digital communication platforms implied for maintaining B2B relationships across borders
	Challenges: maintaining relationships under Brexit and COVID uncertainty; Opportunities: digital channels to support frequent contact
	Practices: using online meeting tools, messaging platforms, and structured digital interactions to sustain partner relationships

	44
	Uddin, Chowdhury and Wood (2022)
	To assess the resilience of British and European goods industries and the role of digital platforms for SME international expansion.
	Mixed-methods: surveys of firms, case studies, and industry data analysis
	Digital platforms support cross-border trade, supply chain visibility, and continuity
	Challenges: trade barriers, regulatory divergence, supply chain disruption; Opportunities: digitalisation of logistics, online marketplaces, and collaborative supply chains
	Implement digital supply chain management tools, diversify suppliers, and strengthen online trading channels to mitigate Brexit-related shocks

	45
	Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Alfa (2025)
	To investigate how UK SMEs use cross-border e‑commerce analytics on digital platforms to facilitate post-Brexit market entry.
	Mixed-method survey and case studies of 50 UK SMEs
	Digital platforms central to analysing international demand and entry strategies
	Challenges: cross-border regulations, logistics; Opportunities: data-driven market entry, targeted marketing
	Use e-commerce analytics tools, implement digital marketing dashboards, adopt platform-based sales strategies

	46
	Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Magaji (2023)
	To examine the influence of international regulatory frameworks on UK SMEs’ export strategies using digital platforms.
	Qualitative interviews with 30 SME exporters
	Digital platforms indirectly facilitate compliance monitoring and regulatory reporting
	Challenges: adapting to changing international regulations; Opportunities: streamlined compliance via digital tools
	Integrate compliance software, monitor regulatory updates digitally, align export strategy with platform-based reporting

	47
	Vu and Christian (2024)
	To explore how Brexit, competition, and Covid-19 affect UK equity crowdfunding and SME international growth via digital platforms.
	Quantitative analysis (Crowdcube dataset)
	Crowdfunding platforms directly enable SMEs to access finance internationally
	Challenges: Brexit reduces investor confidence; Opportunities: online platforms broaden investor reach and reduce reliance on traditional finance
	Practices: strategic use of crowdfunding platforms, competitive campaign design, and online engagement with investors

	48
	Wong (2022)
	To summarise legal changes post-Brexit and their impact on UK SMEs’ digital platform–enabled international operations.
	Legal commentary and case study analysis
	Mentions digital platforms as tools for regulatory compliance and contract management
	Challenges: legal uncertainty, regulatory divergence; Opportunities: e-contracts, digital documentation
	Implement digital contract management systems, track legal updates via online portals, integrate digital tools for business governance

	49
	Zaschitina (2022)
	To analyse global e‑commerce trends and strategies for UK SMEs entering foreign markets through digital platforms.
	Case study and market analysis using PEST and SWOT frameworks
	Digital platforms are critical for market entry, customer acquisition, and competitiveness in the UK e-commerce sector
	Challenges: market competition, regulatory compliance, adapting to local consumer behaviour; Opportunities: expanding online presence, leveraging data-driven strategies, strategic positioning in the UK market
	Use PEST and SWOT insights to inform market entry strategies, monitor competitor performance, optimise platform-based operations, and tailor digital marketing campaigns

	50
	Zhang et al. (2025)
	To examine how digital platforms and internal digitalisation support SME internationalisation post-Brexit.
	Quantitative survey of 250 SMEs with structural equation modelling
	Digital platforms drive internationalisation by facilitating external market engagement
	Challenges: digital skill gaps, integration costs; Opportunities: faster market entry, global networking
	Enhance internal digitalisation, adopt platform ecosystems for international business, build digital capabilities for export growth





[bookmark: _Toc218707770]4.4 Analysis of Findings
[bookmark: _Toc218707771]4.4.1 Role of Digital Platforms in Facilitating International Expansion of UK SMEs Post-Brexit (RQ1)
The literature review shows that digital platforms are at the centre and multifaceted in helping the UK SMEs to go global in the post-Brexit environment. In the research, digital platforms were consistently defined as key facilitators of internationalisation that served various functions such as market access to continuity of operations. Some of the authors state that digital platforms increase digital capabilities, resilience, and organisational maturity of SMEs, enabling firms to adjust to Brexit-related uncertainty (Aghazadeh et al., 2023; Ahmad et al., 2023; Pardy and Ampudia, 2023).
One of the most notable roles of online platforms is in the continuity of exports, communication with international customers, and coordination of supply chains, and SMEs utilise online resources to sustain their export activities (Bailey et al., 2022; Du and Shepotylo, 2024; Uddin, Chowdhury and Wood, 2022; Roscoe et al., 2020; Oyegoke et al., 2024). This operational support is also applicable to compliance and regulatory monitoring that is especially pertinent to the post-Brexit environment where trade regulations and standards have changed (Bailey et al., 2023; Konig, 2023; Wong, 2022; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Magaji, 2023).
Digital channels are also used as sources of market intelligence, customer relationships, and networking and allow SMEs to recognise international opportunities, stay trusted by partners, and create brand presence beyond their domestic markets (Coudounaris, 2021; Cavallaro and Lepori, 2021; Fatorachian, Arboleda and Linh, 2025; Jorgensen et al., 2024; Sindakis and Aggarwal, 2022; Li et al., 2025; Zaschitina, The widespread use of social media, online marketplaces, and digital communication platforms was often mentioned as the avenue through which SMEs interact in innovative ways to combine their resources and innovate (Chai et al., 2024; Dowell, Bowen and Morris, 2023; Collins, 2023; Linares-Zegarra and Wilson, 2021).
Another significant category is financial and funding platforms, where SMEs obtain international finance and can conduct financial transactions across the borders, whereas some research indicates that traditional banking relations are still influential in some industries (Avgouleas and Seretakis, 2021; Soner, Alsakka and Mantovan, 2025; Berg et al., 2021; Vu and Christian, 2024). It was especially noted that digital lending platforms, as well as crowdfunding platforms, are essential to export growth and business resilience in the post-Brexit environment (Muhammad et al., 2025).
The importance of digital platforms in risk mitigation and strategic decision-making is also emphasised in several studies. These tools allow SMEs to track trade barriers, address disruptions related to Brexit, and continue their operations (Hassan et al., 2023; Du, Shepotylo & Yuan, 2025; Rawindaran, Jayal and Prakash, 2021; Smith et al., 2022; Barron and Boutary, 2020). Additionally, AI-driven and computerised security systems have been observed to increase automation, resilience, and secure interaction in international trade (Muhammad et al., 2025; Rawindaran, Jayal and Prakash, 2021).
Most of the studies highlight the vital and facilitating impact of digital platforms, but some mention some limitations to its impact. Indicatively, in some instances, digital finance platforms are not primary to traditional banking relationships (Berg et al., 2021), and in some cases, digital tools are mentioned only indirectly as a subset of broader business continuity strategies (Harcourt, 2023; MacLeavy and Jones, 2021; Thissen et al., 2020; Gao, 2022). However, all the 50 reviewed studies agree that online platforms are at the centre of facilitating SME internationalisation by offering operational, financial, and strategic capabilities that are of special importance in the post-Brexit environment (Li et al., 2025; Peres, 2025; Zaschitina, 2022; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Alfa, 2025).
To conclude, digital platforms allow UK SMEs to overcome regulatory complexity, stay competitive in the international market, develop, and innovate, which may serve as the means to access the market and as the means of organisational resilience. Their contribution is particularly high in reducing the uncertainties and disruptions linked to Brexit and thus they are invaluable to post-Brexit international expansion.


[bookmark: _Toc218707772]4.4.2 Challenges and Opportunities for UK SMEs Using Digital Platforms in a Post-Brexit Context (RQ2)
Throughout the literature, it is stated that even though digital platforms present valuable opportunities to the UK SMEs, the adoption and successful implementation in the internationalisation efforts after Brexit is surrounded by a series of challenges. One of the first groups of issues pertains to regulatory differences, compliance, and legal ambiguity, which are the complications brought about by Brexit. The uncertainty of tariffs, delays due to customs, divergence of GDPR, and evolving cross-border regulations are among the challenges that SMEs have to be ready to deal with, which may hinder the seamless entry into the market and further operation (Ahmad et al., 2023; Avgouleas and Seretakis, 2021; Bailey et al., 2023; Konig, 2023; Peres, 2025; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Magaji, Another factor that complicated the internationalisation strategies of SMEs was regulatory complexity, which was also associated with fragmented financial systems and low access to cross-border lending (Berg et al., 2021; Kellard et al., 2021; Vu and Christian, 2024).
The other major group of issues is operational and technological barriers, such as the lack of digital proficiency, or cybersecurity threats, prohibitive implementation expenses, and inadequate digital infrastructure (Aghazadeh et al., 2023; Collins, 2023; Chai et al., 2024; Muhammad et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025; Rawindaran, Jayal and Prakash, 2021). These issues may limit the use of platforms by SMEs to pursue international growth, especially in those areas where technical support and digital adoption is not evenly distributed (Cowling and Brown, 2024; Smith et al., 2022). Disruptions in the supply chains and logistics delays were also highlighted as obstacles that the digital platforms must overcome in order to ensure continuity in cross-border trade (Bailey et al., 2022; Bailey et al., 2023; Roscoe et al., 2020; Oyegoke et al., 2024; Uddin, Chowdhury and Wood, 2022).
In spite of these issues, digital platforms give SMEs a considerable chance to escape post-Brexit obstacles and boost international expansion. They allow firms to implement adaptive and resilient business models, enable them to deliver services, engage with customers, and survive in the foreign markets (Aghazadeh et al., 2023; Brown et al., 2020; Du and Shepotylo, 2024; Collins, 2023; Trapp et al., 2023). Placing SMEs in the global market and selling to customers is supported by platforms, where e-commerce platforms, online marketplaces, and digital marketing strategy enable the organisation to access the rest of the world and retain relationships with its foreign partners (Ahmad et al., 2023; Bailey et al., 2023; Fatorachian, Arboleda and Linh, 2025; Li et al., 2025; Zaschitina, 2022; Zhang et al., 2025).
Strategic decisions and risk management tools can also be found on digital platforms and allow SMEs to track regulatory changes, trade barriers, and market trends (Hassan et al., 2023; Du, Shepotylo and Yuan, 2025; Jorgensen et al., 2024; Peres, 2025). The use of data-driven methods allows firms to use targeted methods of market entry, supply chain optimization, and operational efficiency (Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Magaji, 2025; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Alfa, 2023; Oyegoke et al., 2024; Sindakis and Aggarwal, 2022). The next step is the support of automation, process efficiency, and competitive advantage with the help of AI-based platforms and predictive analytics (Muhammad et al., 2025; Li et al., 2025).
Other opportunities that digital platforms allow include innovation and collaboration. These tools are used to co-create solutions by SMEs, keep visible in international networks and participate in research or consortium projects, which is particularly useful in a post-Brexit environment where access to traditional EU partnerships can be disrupted (Cavallaro & Lepori, 2021; Chai et al., 2024; Collins, 2023; Dowell, Bowen and Morris, 2023). The social media and digital communication platforms also strengthen brand building, communication and trust in cross-border relationships (Fatorachian, Arboleda and Linh, 2025; Jorgensen et al., 2024; Trapp et al., 2023).
On the whole, the synthesis demonstrates a two-sided dynamic because on the one hand, regulatory, operational, and technological pressures are faced by SMEs, on the other hand, strategic, operational, and market-oriented opportunities that are offered by the digital platform can be used to reduce the adverse effects of Brexit. The literature evidences that the effective utilisation of such platforms by SMEs in dealing with uncertainty, innovation, and sustaining cross-border operations is the key to successful internationalisation in the post-Brexit context (Ahmad et al., 2023; Bailey et al., 2023; Li et al., 2025; Zaschitina, 2022).


[bookmark: _Toc218707773]4.4.3 Practices and Strategies Adopted by UK SMEs for Effective International Expansion via Digital Platforms (RQ3)
The sources indicate that UK SMEs embrace a wide spectrum of digital practises and strategic decisions to enable them to expand internationally in the post-Brexit environment. One of the common themes is a digital infrastructure and capability building, such as e-commerce systems, digital supply chain tools, cloud platform, and AI-driven processes. This investment improves the operational efficiency, resiliency, and capacity to meet cross-border regulatory demands (Aghazadeh et al., 2023; Bailey et al., 2023; Collins, 2023; Konig, 2023; Muhammad et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025).
Online markets and e-commerce sites are also used by many SMEs to diversify their sales opportunities and access international clients. These involve the integration of enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, the implementation of digital tools in exports, and analytics to optimise market entry approaches and platform-based business (Ahmad et al., 2023; Bailey et al., 2022; Lampadarios and Kyriakidou, 2020; Li et al., 2025; Linares-Zegarra and Wilson, 2021; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Alfa, 2025; Zhang et al., 2 Digital marketing, social media communication, and content planning are often used in conjunction with these strategies to help SMEs to enhance brand awareness, track customer interaction, and respond to the competitive dynamics in the international market (Fatorachian, Arboleda and Linh, 2025; Coudounaris, 2021; Sindakis and Aggarwal, 2022; Zaschitina, 2022).
A second significant theme is that of digital cooperation and communication. To preserve the cross-border relations, coordinate with suppliers, and work on international projects, SMEs use online meeting tools, messaging tools, project management systems, and digital monitoring tools (Ahmad et al., 2023; Cavallaro and Lepori, 2021; Dowell, Bowen and Morris, 2023; Trapp et al., 2023; Oyegoke et al., 2024). Trust-building, reducing trade uncertainties, and supply chain visibility can be facilitated by structured digital interaction especially in case of Brexit-related disrupture (Douch and Edwards, 2021; Uddin, Chowdhury and Wood, 2022).
Another important strand of practices is the practice of risk management and compliance. SMEs implement digital compliance solutions, cybersecurity mechanisms, and AI/ML to look after the regulatory congruity, safeguard information, and handle operational risk. Those are especially relevant in the face of post-Brexit regulatory differences and uncertainty of cross-border trade (Collins, 2023; Konig, 2023; Rawindaran, Jayal and Prakash, 2021; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Magaji, 2023; Wong, 2022).
Some of the studies focus on strategic and analytical methods of international expansion. Platform-based analytics, market intelligence dashboards, PEST/SWOT insights, and data-driven decision-making have become more popular with SMEs to identify opportunities, optimise supply chains, and change marketing strategies to fit foreign markets (Barron and Boutary, 2020; Hassan et al., 2023; Li et al., 2025; Zaschitina, 2022; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Alfa, 2025). This integration of analytic tools and online platforms allows making reactions to market variability and regulatory adjustments more responsive.
Lastly, the literature identifies the ongoing skills acquisition and capacity building as a key to successful digital adoption. To make sure that the staff can use the digital platform to its maximum potential in international development, SMEs invest in AI, digital finance, cybersecurity, and e-commerce operations upskilling (Muhammad et al., 2025; Pardy and Ampudia, 2023; Soner, Alsakka and Mantovan, 2025; Aghazadeh et al., 2023). These practices promote organisational resilience, efficiency in operations and competitiveness in the long term within the international markets.
To conclude, the synthesis shows that the digital practices and strategies of UK SMEs are multi-dimensional, consisting of infrastructure investment, platform integration, digital marketing, collaboration, compliance, analytics, and staff development. Together, these practises allow SMEs to break the barriers of the post-Brexit flow, simplify the global business, and increase the global interaction, which is why digital platforms are in the centre of their internationalisation strategies (Ahmad et al., 2023; Li et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025).


[bookmark: _Toc218707774]4.5 Discussion: Linking Findings to Theoretical Frameworks
The three narrative syntheses, i.e. the roles of the digital platforms, challenges, and opportunities faced by the SMEs, and the practises and strategies being used, all depict how UK SMEs are coping with post-Brexit internationalisation. These findings provide more profound insight into the mechanisms of the international expansion that are enabled by digital when understood in the context of the existing theoretical frameworks.
According to the Uppsala Model, companies go international step by step, acquiring knowledge and experience on culturally and geographically close markets and then move to more distant or complicated markets (Vahlne, 2020). The production of RQ1 shows that online platforms break this incremental strategy. The UK SMEs access international customers, test their products, and gain experience levels without relying on major physical presence through online marketplaces and social media, as well as through e-commerce tools (Aghazadeh et al., 2023; Collins, 2023; Li et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025). RQ3 reveals that platform-based analytics, digital monitoring and e-commerce channels are strategic and are adopted by SMEs to successfully accelerate their learning process and minimise uncertainty. The synthesis of RQ2 also supports the fact that digital tools can overcome the traditional barriers to entry into the market, including unfamiliarity with the market and regulatory barriers (Ahmad et al., 2023; Du and Shepotylo, 2024), which allows SMEs to avoid the time-intensive and gradual internationalisation as suggested by the Uppsala model. Digital platforms enable SMEs in a way to bypass stages of internationalisation because they can learn the market and gain operational experience virtually overnight.
The RBV model considers the firm-specific resources as the sources of sustainable competitive advantage (El Nemar et al., 2022). In all of these three syntheses, digital platforms become a strategic resource and not an operational tool. RQ1 notes that they play a role in operational continuity, cross-border finance, and customer engagement (Avgouleas and Seretakis, 2021; Collins, 2023; Peres, 2025). RQ3 illustrates the active way SMEs involve digital tools in their routines such as e-commerce integration, AI adoption, platform-based analytics, and cybersecurity measures to work more efficiently and compete better (Muhammad et al., 2025; Zaschitina, 2022; Ugochi, Onyeanuforo and Alfa, 2025). Furthermore, RQ2 demonstrates that digital resources assist SMEs to deal with uncertainty and regulatory risks after Brexit (Ahmad et al., 2023; Peres, 2025). These capabilities are valuable, rare, and inimitable resources according to the RBV view that can be viewed as resources that sustain long-term resilience and growth in the competitive international market.
Network theory underlines the significance of relational and business networks to succeed in internationalisation (Cuypers et al., 2020). According to the narrative synthesis of RQ1, digital platforms can enable international collaboration, partnerships, and knowledge sharing, which will enable SMEs to access global networks they would have been limited to by geography (Cavallaro & Lepori, 2021; Fatorachian, Arboleda and Linh, 2025; Jorgensen et al., 2024). RQ3 demonstrates that SMEs are using systematic online communication, online project management, and collaboration tools to ensure trust and involvement with foreign partners (Dowell, Bowen & Morris, 2023; Trapp et al., 2023). At the same time, RQ2 emphasises that these networks assist SMEs in overcoming the post-Brexit obstacles, search other partners, markets, and resources (Cowling and Brown, 2024; Hassan et al., 2023). Digital networks therefore complement the old forms of relational, to give the SMEs a strong platform to grow internationally in a fragmented post-Brexit market.
The TAM model describes the adoption behaviour concerning the perceived ease of use and usefulness of the technology (Rahman et al., 2019). The results of RQ3 show that SMEs choose and adopt digital platforms in a strategic manner and tend to focus on intuitive and reliable tools that provide them with quantifiable advantages, including operational continuity, market analytics, or compliance monitoring (Ahmad et al., 2023; Konig, 2023; Zhang et al., 2025). RQ2 also shows that SMEs that are more digitally engaged and organisationally prepared can more successfully address such challenges as skills disparities and regulatory differences (Aghazadeh et al., 2023; Muhammad et al., 2025). RQ1 also supports the fact that adoption patterns have a direct impact on the results of the internationalisation process, and the first users of advanced platforms can enter the market faster and operate more effectively in cross-border markets. TAM therefore adds to the Uppsala, RBV and network perspectives by explaining why SMEs use particular digital platforms, and how adoption behaviour has comparative effects with strategic and network-based outcomes.
All three narrative syntheses together demonstrate that post-Brexit UK SMEs use digital platforms as strategic facilitators that change the traditional internationalisation processes. Platforms serve as a means of operation (Uppsala), strategic assets (RBV), a tool of network ( Network Theory), and a point of adoption that is influenced by the perceptions of organisations (TAM). This multi-theoretical approach elucidates the opportunities as well as the challenges that have been identified, that SMEs are able to speed up internationalisation, improve resilience, and tap into new markets, but that they will need to overcome skill shortages, regulatory complexity, and technological constraints to maximise the advantages.
[bookmark: _Toc218707775]4.6 Chapter Summary
Chapter 4 has discussed the systematic review findings, analysis, and discussion, which have revealed that digital platforms are critical in facilitating UK SMEs to extend internationally in the post-Brexit environment. The results of the 50 mostly high- and medium-quality studies reveal that digital platforms enable the market access, cross-border trade, customer interaction, and compliance with the regulations and speed up internationalisation compared to the incremental pathway suggested by the Uppsala model. Although regulatory divergence, digital capability gaps, supply chain disruption, and cybersecurity risks are challenges that face SMEs, digital platforms also provide a risk mitigation opportunity, market intelligence, innovation, and network formation. The implementation of the strategies such as the investment in digital infrastructure, the integration of e-commerce, the use of analytics as a basis of decision making, upskilling of the work force, and the inclusion of compliance systems is consistent with the Resource-Based View, Network Theory, and Technology Acceptance Model. On the whole, the chapter points out the digital platforms as the tools of operational support and strategic assets that help UK SMEs to overcome the barriers after Brexit and continue the international expansion.


[bookmark: _Toc218707776]Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc218707777]5.1 Summary of Main Findings
This systematic review discussed how digital platforms would facilitate the participation of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the United Kingdom in expanding to global markets after the United Kingdom left the European Union. Based on an examination of fifty high- and medium-quality studies, the review established a core contribution of digital platforms to facilitating operational continuity, accessibility to the international market, customer engagement, and regulatory compliance. The initial research question concerned the presence of digital platforms and their contribution to the process of internationalisation and it was found that the digital platforms will equip SMEs with superior digital strength, resilience and maturity. Online markets, e-commerce solutions, social networking and digital finances enable companies to reach international markets, pilot products to overseas markets, sustain the cross-border relationships, and observe regulatory demands. This is especially important in a post-Brexit environment with the old avenues of internationalisation having been shaken, and SMEs being more uncertain and resource-constrained.
The second research question investigated the opportunities and challenges facing SMEs that avail themselves of a digital platform in a post-Brexit environment. The evidence synthesis revealed a number of critical issues, such as regulatory variance, uncertainty of tariffs, delays at customs, digital skills shortage, cybersecurity risks, and supply chain disruptions. These issues indicate the complicated nature of operations that SMEs encounter in their endeavours to go global without the immediate assistance of the well known EU regulatory frameworks. However, online platforms provide a significant chance to break these obstacles. Platforms help SMEs to deal with regulatory and market turbulence by monitoring risks, market intelligence, cross-border collaboration and innovative business models. The SMEs are able to keep the international networks, reach the customers as well as keep the relationship with the partners even when they are physically or geographically limited as a result of social media, digital communication channels, and e-commerce platforms.
The third research question was focused on practises and strategies that the UK SMEs use in order to utilise digital platforms successfully in the international expansion. The literature also shows that SMEs use multi-dimensional strategies in order to optimise the potential of digital tools. These involve the investment in digital infrastructure, integration of the e-commerce and enterprise resource planning systems, use of analytics to make informed decisions, use of digital project management and collaboration tools, and upskilling of employees to ensure that the digital platforms are effectively utilised. Besides, SMEs are doing organised digital marketing, social media management, and platform-based content scheduling to improve international visibility as well as brand recognition. Compliance monitoring, cybersecurity, and cloud-based solutions are some of the risk management practises that allow SMEs to operate safely and efficiently across borders. Together, these practises help to demonstrate that digital platforms are strategic resources, which allow SMEs to remain competitive, become more efficient in their operations, and go toward sustainable international development.
[bookmark: _Toc218707778]5.2 Conclusion Based on the Research Questions
Regarding the initial research question, the findings confirm that digital platforms are much needed in facilitating the rapid internationalisation of UK SMEs in the post-Brexit environment. Platforms offer the tools to address the traditional constraints of incremental internationalisation, as proposed by the Uppsala model, through creating experiential learning, market experimentation and customer interaction without necessarily having to be there physically. The second research question proves that despite the considerable operational, regulatory, and technological challenges, which SMEs have to address, digital platforms provide an opportunity to overcome these challenges. Risk management, strategic decision-making, innovations, and network development are opportunities available on platforms that can enable SMEs to manoeuvre through the uncertainties brought about by Brexit. Lastly, answering the third research question, SMEs embrace diverse strategic practises to take advantage of the opportunities of digital platforms. The practises involve investments in infrastructure, the introduction of digital tools into everyday operations, the use of analytics and data-driven insights, the development of digital competencies of the staff, and the creation of effective compliance and risk management systems. The combination of these findings shows that digital platforms can serve as sustainable competitive advantage sources, network capabilities, and accelerated internationalisation sources in an uncertain post-Brexit environment, making them not merely operational enablers.
[bookmark: _Toc218707779]5.3 Recommendations
The practical implications of this research include the fact that SMEs need to be proactive and strategic in integrating the digital platforms. Investment in a strong digital infrastructure, such as e-commerce, enterprise resource planning, collaboration and communication systems, and analytics-based monitoring systems should become a priority of SMEs. It is important to develop digital competencies in the staff to make sure that these platforms are exploited to reach internationalisation goals. SMEs also need to pay attention to using the digital platforms to gather market intelligence, manage risks, and build the cross-border networks to make the operations more resilient and respond to the regulatory and market changes promptly. To policy makers and trade support organisations, giving advice, training and support to SMEs to switch to platform-compliant digital trading systems can further eliminate barriers to internationalisation and enhance global competitiveness of the UK in the post-Brexit environment.
Theoretical implications encompass more in-depth research on the use of digital platforms as strategic assets within the Resource-Based View concept, especially with regards to post-Brexit internationalisation. The Uppsala model, Network Theory, and the Technology Acceptance Model could be combined in future studies to form more detailed models that reflect the relationship between firm-specific resources, digital adoption behaviour, network development and accelerated internationalisation. The study of the correlation between adoption of digital platforms and the firm performance indicators would be empirical evidence of the theoretical assumptions and contribute to a deeper insight into how the digital capabilities are converted into the international competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc218707780]5.4 Limitation of Research
Irrespective of its contributions, this study is limited in a number of ways. To begin with, the review was limited to studies published in English and this might have left out pertinent research in non-English sources. Second, there was a narrow scope of UK SMEs, which may not be generalizable to large business ventures or SMEs in other countries. Third, the review was based on secondary data and published literature, which implies that the conclusions made depend on the quality, context and scope of the primary studies. Fourth, not all the studies that were included in the review had direct or sufficient evidence on the adoption or effectiveness of digital platforms, which limited the depth of the synthesis of some research questions. Finally, the fast-changing digital and post-Brexit world can imply that certain findings will become obsolete as platforms and regulatory conditions keep on evolving.
[bookmark: _Toc218707781]5.5 Recommendation for Future Work
Future studies should embrace qualitative methods, i.e. surveys, interviews, and case studies, to support the efficacy of online platform in facilitating post-Brexit internationalisation of UK SMEs. Studies of specific sectors would offer more directional information regarding the differences in adoption practises in different industries and the effect of platform integration on various operations. The longitudinal studies may focus on the long-term impact of digital platforms on the performance, resilience, and competitiveness of the SMEs. Also, new technologies, including artificial intelligence, blockchain, and digital finance solutions, should be studied and their potential to further empower the ability of SMEs to internationalise should be examined. By combining theoretical arguments with data, it will be possible to have a more subtle discourse on the functioning of digital platforms as a strategic facilitator in a post-Brexit global market.
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	Clear Statement of Findings
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	Overall CASP Rating

	Aghazadeh et al. (2023)
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