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Abstract: 

This systematic review examines how digitalisation and public support mechanisms contribute to the 

economic empowerment of youth engaged in small and medium enterprises. The study synthesises 

existing evidence to identify key enablers, persistent barriers, and strategic directions that can 

strengthen youth participation in evolving digital economies. A structured search of major academic 

databases resulted in the screening and selection of thirty-one peer reviewed articles, policy documents 

and Institutional reports published within the last five years. The findings show that digital competencies, 

access to affordable and reliable technologies, and well-designed public interventions play a central role 

in improving the performance and sustainability of youth led enterprises. Public support in the form of 

targeted training, financial assistance, and enabling regulatory environments enhances entrepreneurial 

confidence and operational capacity. However, challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, uneven 

access to digital financial services, and limited policy alignment continue to constrain progress. The 

review also identifies the need for more longitudinal and context sensitive research to better understand 

long-term outcomes. Overall, the study underscores the importance of integrating digital capacity 
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development with inclusive public support systems to promote resilient and competitive youth 
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Introduction 

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are widely recognised as a cornerstone of economic 

development due to their contribution to employment creation, innovation, and inclusive growth. Across 

both developed and developing economies, SMEs account for a substantial share of total employment 

and are central to economic resilience and inclusive participation in markets (Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2023; OECD, 2021). Their flexibility and adaptability enable 

them to respond effectively to market changes, particularly in environments characterised by economic 

uncertainty and structural inequality (Barragán & Becker, 2025; Sagala & Őri, 2024). Youth participation 

in SMEs has become an increasingly important policy concern, especially in contexts where youth 

unemployment remains persistently high and structurally embedded. Limited access to formal labour 

markets positions entrepreneurship and small business development as viable pathways for economic 

participation and self-sufficiency among young people (Motsepe, Sethu, & Zitha, 2026a; United Nations 

Development Programme [UNDP], 2022). Youth-led enterprises further contribute to economic 

diversification by introducing innovative ideas, leveraging emerging technologies, and engaging in 

evolving sectors of the economy (de Klerk, Buick, & Ranasinghe, 2025; Jaoual & Koubaa, 2025). 

However, despite this potential, youth entrepreneurship remains constrained by structural inequalities 

related to access to resources, skills, and institutional support (World Bank, 2022; Sikhosana & Motsepe, 

2025). Digitalisation has emerged as a transformative force within the SME landscape, reshaping how 

businesses operate, compete, and grow in increasingly interconnected markets. It involves the 

integration of digital technologies such as mobile platforms, e-commerce systems, cloud computing, and 

digital payment solutions into core business processes (Mergel, Edelmann, & Haug, 2019; Yuwono, 

Suroso, & Novandari, 2024). These technologies enable SMEs to expand market access, improve 

operational efficiency, and engage more effectively with customers in dynamic and competitive 

environments (Sagala & Őri, 2024; Sun, Yu, Khattak, Tariq, & Zahid, 2025). For youth entrepreneurs, 

digitalisation offers distinct advantages, as younger individuals tend to demonstrate higher levels of 

digital familiarity and adaptability, enhancing their capacity to integrate digital tools into business 

activities (Sjahruddin, Chatra, Ernawati, Saefudin, & Launtu, 2024; de Klerk et al., 2025). Consequently, 

digital technologies lower traditional barriers to entry and create new pathways for enterprise 

development and participation in broader value chains (Restrepo-Morales, Ararat-Herrera, López-

Cadavid, & Camacho-Vargas, 2024). Notwithstanding these opportunities, the benefits of digitalisation 

are not evenly distributed. Youth entrepreneurs continue to face structural barriers that limit their full 

participation in digital economies. Limited access to finance remains a significant constraint, particularly 

for young individuals who lack collateral, credit histories, and financial literacy, which are often required 

to secure funding and invest in digital technologies (World Bank, 2022; Munongo & Pooe, 2025). 

Additionally, gaps in digital skills and limited exposure to formal business training reduce the capacity of 
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youth to effectively adopt and utilise digital tools (Hafeez, Shahzad, Helo, & Mubarak, 2025; Burtscher, 

Piano, & Welby, 2024). Infrastructure challenges, including unreliable internet connectivity and high data 

costs, further exacerbate these inequalities, particularly in rural and underserved areas where access 

to digital resources remains constrained (International Telecommunication Union [ITU], 2023; GSMA, 

2022; Van Dijk, 2020). Public support mechanisms play a critical role in addressing these challenges 

and enabling youth participation in SMEs. Governments and development institutions have introduced 

a range of interventions aimed at supporting youth entrepreneurship, including digital skills training, 

startup financing schemes, incubation programmes, and regulatory reforms that facilitate business entry 

and growth (OECD, 2022; Moric Milovanovic, Cvjetkovic, & Masovic, 2025). Evidence suggests that 

integrated support approaches, which combine financial assistance with capacity building and 

mentorship, are more effective in enhancing SME performance than isolated interventions (Kayser, 

Telukdarie, & Philbin, 2023; Motsepe, Sethu, & Zitha, 2026b). Furthermore, policies that promote digital 

inclusion, such as investments in broadband infrastructure and digital literacy initiatives, are essential in 

ensuring that youth entrepreneurs can access and benefit from technological advancements (UNDP, 

2022; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2021). 

Understanding the interaction between digitalisation and public support mechanisms is therefore 

essential for developing effective strategies that promote youth economic empowerment. While digital 

technologies provide tools for innovation and growth, public institutions create the enabling environment 

that determines whether these tools can be effectively utilised. This relationship is complex and context-

dependent, shaped by institutional capacity, socio-economic conditions, and resource availability 

(OECD, 2021; Sussan & Acs, 2021). The effectiveness of digitalisation is closely tied to the strength of 

supporting ecosystems, including policy frameworks, infrastructure, and access to knowledge networks. 

Against this background, this review is guided by three key research questions:  

• What evidence exists on the role of digitalisation in empowering youth engaged in SME 

activities?  

• How do public support mechanisms influence youth SME outcomes within a digital 

economy?  

• What barriers limit the effective integration of digital tools and public support for youth 

SMEs?  

These questions capture both the enabling and constraining dimensions of youth entrepreneurship 

within digitally evolving environments (Sun et al., 2025; Sagala & Őri, 2024). The purpose of this review 

is to synthesise recent scholarly evidence on youth empowerment through SME participation in the 

digital era. By consolidating findings from contemporary studies, the review identifies patterns, highlights 

gaps in existing knowledge, and proposes directions for policy and future research. In doing so, it 

contributes to a nuanced understanding of how digitalisation and public support mechanisms can be 
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leveraged to foster inclusive and sustainable economic development (Hafeez et al., 2025; Barragán & 

Becker, 2025). 

Literature Review 

To ensure comprehensive coverage and enhance the robustness of the review, the literature search 

incorporated recent case studies and empirical research from diverse geographical regions, including 

both developed and developing economies. This broadened scope enabled the identification of global 

trends, contextual variations, and best practices in youth entrepreneurship and digital SME 

development. By integrating insights from multiple regional contexts, the review captures the 

heterogeneous nature of digital transformation and public support interventions, thereby strengthening 

the generalisability and relevance of its findings (Hafeez et al., 2025; Sun et al., 2025; Yuwono et al., 

2024). The inclusion of contemporary studies published up to 2026 further ensures that the analysis 

reflects the most recent developments in digital innovation, policy frameworks, and entrepreneurial 

ecosystems. 

Digitalisation as an Enabler for Youth SMEs 

Digitalisation is widely recognised as a key enabler of SME development, particularly for youth 

entrepreneurs who demonstrate greater adaptability to technological change. Digital tools such as e-

commerce platforms, mobile payment systems, cloud computing, and social media marketing have 

fundamentally reshaped business operations by reducing transaction costs, improving efficiency, and 

enabling access to broader and more diverse markets (Yuwono et al., 2024; Sagala & Őri, 2024). In this 

context, digitalisation enhances operational processes while redefining how value is created and 

delivered within SMEs. The study supports this position, noting that digitalisation lowers traditional 

barriers to entry by reducing dependence on physical infrastructure and enabling flexible and scalable 

business models that are particularly attractive to youth entrepreneurs (Barragán & Becker, 2025; Sun 

et al., 2025). Empirical evidence indicates that youth-led SMEs adopting digital technologies experience 

improved performance, particularly in market reach, innovation, and customer engagement (Sjahruddin 

et al., 2024; Jaoual & Koubaa, 2025). Digital platforms provide accessible entry points into competitive 

markets, allowing young entrepreneurs to connect directly with customers, build brand identity, and 

respond to consumer preferences in real time. This responsiveness enhances competitiveness and 

supports continuous innovation. Moreover, digital tools facilitate entrepreneurial experimentation by 

enabling youth to test business ideas, refine products, and scale operations efficiently with relatively low 

initial investment (Sun et al., 2025). Digitalisation also strengthens resilience by equipping SMEs with 

the capacity to adapt to economic fluctuations and external shocks, ensuring continuity and sustainability 

in uncertain environments (Hafeez et al., 2025). However, digitalisation alone does not automatically 

translate into empowerment. While access to digital tools is essential, effective utilisation depends on 
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digital literacy, entrepreneurial competencies, and access to supportive institutional and market 

environments (Burtscher et al., 2024; Hafeez et al., 2025). The benefits of digital transformation are 

therefore mediated by human capital and organisational capabilities. Youth entrepreneurs with higher 

levels of digital competence and strategic awareness are better positioned to leverage technology for 

growth and innovation. This perspective aligns with broader findings on digital inequality, which 

emphasise that disparities in skills, education, and access to resources significantly influence the extent 

to which individuals benefit from digital transformation (Van Dijk, 2020; ITU, 2023). The literature further 

highlights the persistence of the digital divide, particularly between urban and rural contexts. Youth 

entrepreneurs in underserved areas often face limited access to reliable internet connectivity and high 

data costs, which hinder the adoption and effective use of digital technologies (GSMA, 2022; ITU, 2023). 

These infrastructural constraints restrict participation in digital markets and reduce opportunities for 

business expansion. Such inequalities challenge the assumption that digitalisation is inherently inclusive 

and underscore the need for deliberate policy interventions aimed at improving access and affordability. 

An emerging theme in recent scholarship is the importance of digital ecosystems in shaping youth 

entrepreneurship outcomes. These ecosystems comprise interconnected actors, including technology 

providers, financial institutions, support organisations, and regulatory bodies, that collectively enable 

digital business activities (Kayser et al., 2023; Restrepo-Morales et al., 2024). They provide critical 

resources such as infrastructure, knowledge, funding opportunities, and market linkages that influence 

SME innovation and growth. The study argues that the effectiveness of digitalisation depends not only 

on individual capabilities but also on the strength, inclusiveness, and coordination of these ecosystems. 

Consequently, digitalisation plays a central role in enabling youth participation in SME development; 

however, its impact remains uneven and contingent upon the interplay between individual 

competencies, infrastructural conditions, and institutional support systems. This underscores the need 

for a holistic approach that integrates digital skills development, infrastructure investment, and 

ecosystem strengthening to promote inclusive and sustainable youth empowerment. 

Public Support Mechanisms and SME Growth 

Public support mechanisms are widely acknowledged as critical for fostering SME development and 

enabling youth entrepreneurship. These mechanisms encompass a broad range of interventions and 

regulatory reforms that collectively create an enabling environment for enterprise growth (OECD, 2022; 

Moric Milovanovic et al., 2025). To enhance conceptual clarity and provide a structured overview of the 

literature, Table 1 categorises the key types of public support mechanisms identified in this review. 
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Category Description Examples of Interventions 

Financial Support Provision of funding to enhance 

business sustainability and 

growth 

Grants, loans, seed funding, 

credit guarantees 

Digital Skills Development Training to enhance digital 

literacy and technological 

competencies 

ICT training, e-commerce skills, 

digital entrepreneurship 

programmes 

Business Development 

Services 

Support to improve managerial 

and operational capabilities 

Coaching, advisory services, 

market access programmes 

Mentorship and Incubation Structured guidance and 

enterprise development support 

Incubators, accelerators, 

innovation hubs 

Digital Inclusion Initiatives Policies aimed at improving 

access to digital infrastructure 

Broadband expansion, 

affordable connectivity 

programmes 

Regulatory and Institutional 

Support 

Reforms designed to create an 

enabling business environment 

Simplified business registration, 

tax incentives, procurement 

support 

Ecosystem Development Coordination among 

stakeholders to foster 

entrepreneurship 

Public–private partnerships, 

innovation ecosystems 

Table 1: Categorising Public Support Mechanisms  
(Sources: OECD (2022); World Bank (2022); Burtscher et al. (2024); UNESCO (2021); Moric 

Milovanovic et al. (2025); OECD (2023); Kayser et al. (2023); Motsepe et al. (2026a); GSMA (2022); 
ITU (2023); OECD (2022); Sikhosana & Motsepe (2025a); Kayser et al. (2023); Moric Milovanovic et 

al. (2025)) 

Such interventions are particularly important in contexts where youth entrepreneurs face structural 

disadvantages, including limited access to capital, lack of business networks, and insufficient exposure 

to market knowledge. By mitigating these barriers, public support initiatives serve both as instruments 

for economic inclusion and as catalysts for innovation within youth-led SMEs (OECD, 2023; Motsepe & 

Sikhosana, 2025). The study underscores that youth entrepreneurs are disproportionately affected by 

structural constraints, which makes tailored support programmes essential. Evidence shows that 

integrated interventions combining financial assistance with mentorship, incubation, and digital literacy 

training are more effective at improving SME performance than single-dimension approaches (Motsepe 
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et al., 2026a; Kayser et al., 2023). Such integrated models enable young entrepreneurs not only to 

access resources but also to build the competencies required to use them productively. Financial 

support alone may improve capital availability, but without complementary training in digital tools, 

strategic management, and market engagement, long-term sustainability remains limited (OECD, 2022; 

Burtscher et al., 2024). Digital inclusion has become a central pillar of public support. Investments in 

broadband infrastructure, digital literacy programmes, and innovation hubs strengthen the capacity of 

youth-led SMEs to adopt digital technologies, expand market access, and improve operational efficiency 

(UNDP, 2022; Burtscher et al., 2024). Increasingly, these initiatives incorporate cybersecurity awareness 

and data protection training to ensure safe participation in digital environments (Alshehri, 2024; Bada et 

al., 2021). Their impact is further strengthened when aligned with broader ecosystem support, including 

access to financing, mentorship, and regulatory guidance, which together create conditions conducive 

to digital entrepreneurship (Kayser et al., 2023; Moric Milovanovic et al., 2025). Digital inclusion policies 

also play a corrective role by addressing persistent inequalities in access to technology that could 

otherwise widen socio-economic disparities (Sifolo & Sokhela, 2022; Yuwono et al., 2024). 

Notwithstanding these strengths, public support mechanisms often suffer from design and 

implementation gaps. Many programmes are not sufficiently tailored to the realities of youth 

entrepreneurs, particularly those operating in informal contexts with limited collateral and weak credit 

histories (World Bank, 2022; Sikhosana & Motsepe, 2025). Participatory policy approaches that involve 

youth in programme design and evaluation improve both relevance and effectiveness. In addition, 

integrating cybersecurity awareness is increasingly necessary to mitigate risks linked to data breaches 

and cyber threats that can undermine trust and enterprise sustainability (IBM Security, 2024; 

International Telecommunication Union, 2024). Policy coordination is another key determinant of 

effectiveness. Fragmentation across government agencies can lead to inefficiencies and duplication, 

reducing overall impact (OECD, 2022; Moric Milovanovic et al., 2025). Coherent collaboration among 

public institutions, private sector actors, financial institutions, and civil society strengthens 

entrepreneurial ecosystems and enhances the sustainability of support mechanisms (Kayser et al., 

2023; Motsepe et al., 2026a). Embedding cybersecurity standards and digital risk management within 

these collaborative frameworks further strengthens the resilience and competitiveness of digital 

enterprises (International Telecommunication Union, 2024). Context-sensitive design remains essential. 

Youth entrepreneurs in rural and underserved areas face compounded barriers such as weak digital 

infrastructure, high data costs, and limited access to mentorship networks (GSMA, 2022; ITU, 2023). 

Interventions that integrate infrastructure development, skills training, and financial access are more 

effective in promoting equitable outcomes and strengthening SME resilience (Burtscher et al., 2024; 

Kayser et al., 2023). Cybersecurity training also ensures that expanded digital access is matched with 

secure participation (Alshehri, 2024; Bada et al., 2021). Overall, public support mechanisms are 

indispensable for youth SME development, but their effectiveness depends on integration, coordination, 
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and responsiveness to entrepreneurial realities (OECD, 2022; Burtscher et al., 2024). Evidence from 

OECD countries, South African incubation programmes, and international development initiatives 

demonstrates that integrated approaches significantly enhance youth entrepreneurship outcomes 

(Burtscher et al., 2024; Motsepe et al., 2026; United Nations Development Programme, 2022; OECD, 

2021; OECD, 2022). These examples confirm that holistic, coordinated, and secure frameworks are 

essential for sustainable youth empowerment and SME growth (International Telecommunication Union, 

2024; IBM Security, 2024). 

Barriers to Youth Empowerment in Digital SME Contexts 

In spite of the promise of digitalisation and public support, youth entrepreneurs continue to face a range 

of barriers that limit their ability to fully leverage SME opportunities. These obstacles are complex and 

interconnected, spanning financial, technological, institutional, and socio-cultural dimensions (Hafeez et 

al., 2025; Restrepo-Morales et al., 2024; Motsepe et al., 2026c). Addressing them requires holistic and 

context-sensitive interventions that simultaneously target structural constraints, skills development, and 

enabling ecosystems. While the literature often conceptualises youth as a homogenous demographic, 

emerging scholarship highlights the importance of adopting a gender-sensitive perspective. Socio-

cultural norms, structural inequalities, and differential access to resources shape distinct entrepreneurial 

experiences. Young women, in particular, encounter barriers related to limited access to finance, digital 

skills, and professional networks (United Nations Development Programme, 2022; UNESCO, 2021). 

Although digitalisation can mitigate some of these constraints through flexible work arrangements and 

remote market participation, persistent gender disparities in digital access and technological literacy 

may reproduce existing inequalities if not addressed through targeted interventions (Van Dijk, 2020; 

International Telecommunication Union, 2023). Incorporating a gender-responsive lens into digital 

empowerment initiatives is therefore essential for inclusive growth within youth-led SMEs. Financial 

access remains a critical challenge. Young entrepreneurs often lack collateral, credit histories, and 

financial literacy, constraining their ability to invest in digital technologies and scale operations (World 

Bank, 2022; Munongo & Pooe, 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026c). Innovative financing mechanisms, 

including fintech solutions and alternative lending models, offer pathways for expanding access to 

capital and supporting enterprise growth (Munongo & Pooe, 2025; de Klerk et al., 2025). Technological 

and infrastructural barriers further compound these constraints. Limited access to reliable internet 

connectivity, high data costs, and uneven digital infrastructure hinder the effective adoption of digital 

tools (GSMA, 2022; International Telecommunication Union, 2023). Consequently, digital empowerment 

depends on investments in broadband expansion, affordable connectivity, and targeted support for 

underserved areas (Kayser et al., 2023; Burtscher et al., 2024). Institutional and regulatory challenges 

also impede youth SME development. Complex registration procedures, high compliance costs, and 

ambiguous regulatory frameworks create uncertainty that discourages entrepreneurship (OECD, 2022; 
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Motsepe & Sikhosana, 2025). Complementary measures, including mentorship, guidance services, and 

simplified compliance pathways, are essential for enabling innovation and business development (Moric 

Milovanovic et al., 2025; Motsepe et al., 2026b). Socio-cultural factors exert an additional influence by 

shaping access to opportunities. Social norms, gender inequities, and restricted networks limit 

participation, particularly for young women (United Nations Development Programme, 2022; UNESCO, 

2021). Inclusive policies, targeted financial support, and community-based mentorship initiatives have 

proven effective in mitigating these constraints (Motsepe & Sikhosana, 2025; Kayser et al., 2023; 

Motsepe et al., 2026d). Moreover, skills gaps remain a critical barrier. Youth entrepreneurs may access 

digital tools but lack the competencies required to integrate them strategically into business operations 

(Hafeez et al., 2025; Yuwono et al., 2024). Digital literacy, business management capabilities, and 

strategic orientation are essential for enhancing competitiveness and sustainability (Burtscher et al., 

2024; Jaoual & Koubaa, 2025). These barriers are mutually reinforcing rather than isolated. Financial 

limitations restrict technological investment, while infrastructural deficits and regulatory complexity 

constrain growth. Addressing these challenges requires integrated interventions that promote both 

capability development and structural support (Hafeez et al., 2025; Restrepo-Morales et al., 2024; 

Motsepe et al., 2026c). Overall, youth empowerment in digital SME contexts depends on holistic and 

context-specific strategies that integrate financial access, digital infrastructure, regulatory guidance, 

inclusive policies, and targeted skills development (OECD, 2022; World Bank, 2022; Kayser et al., 2023; 

Motsepe et al., 2026c). 

Conclusion of the Literature Review 

The literature provides compelling evidence that digitalisation and public support mechanisms have the 

potential to significantly enhance youth empowerment in SME sectors. Digital technologies enable 

greater market access, innovation, and efficiency, while public support creates the enabling environment 

necessary for these benefits to be realised. The study supports this general consensus but emphasises 

that the relationship between digitalisation, public support, and empowerment is complex and context 

dependent. A key insight from the review is that digitalisation is not inherently inclusive. Its benefits are 

mediated by factors such as access to infrastructure, digital skills, and institutional support. Similarly, 

public support mechanisms are most effective when they are integrated, targeted, and responsive to the 

needs of youth entrepreneurs. Fragmented and generic interventions are unlikely to produce meaningful 

outcomes. The study introduces a critical perspective by arguing that future research should move 

beyond linear models of empowerment and consider the dynamic interactions between digital 

capabilities, institutional environments, and socio-economic contexts. Comparative and longitudinal 

studies are particularly needed to understand how these factors evolve over time and across different 

settings. In conclusion, while significant progress has been made in understanding the role of 

digitalisation and public support in youth SME empowerment, important gaps remain. Addressing these 
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gaps requires a more holistic and context sensitive approach that integrates technological, institutional, 

and social dimensions of empowerment. 

Methods and Data 

Theoretical Framework 

This review is grounded in two complementary theoretical perspectives: the Digital Capabilities 

Framework and the Youth Empowerment Model. Together, they provide a coherent lens for 

understanding how digitalisation and public support mechanisms shape youth participation in small and 

medium enterprises. The Digital Capabilities Framework emphasises the competencies required to 

effectively utilise digital technologies, extending beyond mere access to encompass digital literacy, skills 

development, and the ability to enhance productivity and innovation (Van Dijk, 2020; Yuwono et al., 

2024). This aligns with broader discussions on digital transformation, which conceptualise digitalisation 

as an evolving process that reshapes organisational practices and value creation (Mergel et al., 2019; 

Sagala & Őri, 2024). Digital capability is further influenced by structural conditions such as infrastructure, 

institutional support, and access to learning opportunities, particularly in developing economies where 

disparities remain pronounced (OECD, 2023; Burtscher et al., 2024; GSMA, 2022; ITU, 2023). Empirical 

studies confirm that SMEs with strong digital orientation exhibit enhanced performance and adaptability 

(Barragán & Becker, 2025; Hafeez et al., 2025). Complementing this perspective, the Youth 

Empowerment Model explains how young people gain the capacity to influence their economic 

outcomes through access to resources, participation opportunities, and institutional support. 

Empowerment is understood as a multidimensional process encompassing agency, skills, and the ability 

to translate opportunities into sustainable livelihoods (UNDP, 2022; UNESCO, 2021). Within SME 

contexts, this is reflected in the ability of youth to initiate, sustain, and scale enterprises within enabling 

ecosystems (Kayser et al., 2023; de Klerk et al., 2025). Public support mechanisms, including training, 

financial assistance, incubation, and regulatory reforms, facilitate this process (OECD, 2022; Moric 

Milovanovic et al., 2025), provided they align with the lived realities of young entrepreneurs (Motsepe et 

al., 2026b; Sikhosana & Motsepe, 2025). Collectively, these perspectives highlight the interdependence 

between individual competencies and systemic support structures, demonstrating that sustainable youth 

empowerment emerges from the convergence of digital capabilities and inclusive institutional 

frameworks (Restrepo-Morales et al., 2024; Sun, Yu, Khattak et al., 2025). 

Methodology 

This study adopts a systematic review approach to identify, evaluate, and synthesise existing scholarly 

research on youth empowerment through digitalisation and public support mechanisms in SMEs. The 

systematic review design is appropriate for consolidating fragmented evidence and generating 
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structured insights that inform both theory and practice (Snyder, 2019; Page, McKenzie, Bossuyt, 

Boutron, Hoffmann, Mulrow, et al., 2021). The review followed established guidelines to ensure 

transparency, rigour, and replicability throughout the research process (Page et al., 2021). Peer-

reviewed articles published between 2019 and 2026 were sourced from major academic databases, 

including Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, to ensure comprehensive coverage of recent 

and relevant literature. The search strategy was designed to capture studies at the intersection of youth 

entrepreneurship, SME development, digitalisation, and public support. Keywords included 

combinations of youth entrepreneurship, digitalisation, small and medium enterprises, public support 

mechanisms, and digital transformation. This approach ensured that both conceptual and empirical 

contributions were included, reflecting the multidimensional nature of the topic (Hafeez et al., 2025; 

Yuwono et al., 2024). The inclusion criteria focused on peer-reviewed journal articles, policy documents, 

and institutional reports written in English that addressed either empirical or conceptual aspects of youth 

participation in digitally enabled SMEs or the role of public support mechanisms in facilitating such 

participation. Studies were included if they provided insights into digital adoption, enterprise 

performance, or policy interventions affecting youth entrepreneurs. Exclusion criteria included 

unpublished reports, opinion pieces, conference abstracts, and studies that fell outside the specified 

time frame or thematic focus. This ensured that the review maintained a high standard of academic 

quality and relevance (Snyder, 2019). To ensure the credibility and validity of the selected sources, a 

rigorous quality appraisal process was undertaken. Each study included in the final sample was 

evaluated using established qualitative assessment criteria adapted from systematic review guidelines. 

The appraisal focused on methodological clarity, research design, relevance to the study objectives, 

theoretical grounding, and the robustness of data analysis and conclusions. Particular attention was 

given to the transparency of research methods, the reliability of findings, and the extent to which studies 

contributed meaningful insights into digitalisation, youth entrepreneurship, and public support 

mechanisms. Studies were further assessed for potential bias, coherence of argumentation, and 

alignment with recognised scholarly standards (Snyder, 2019; Page et al., 2021). This evaluative 

process ensured that only high-quality and credible sources informed the synthesis. Additionally, the 

review adhered to principles of transparency and analytical rigour consistent with systematic literature 

review methodologies, thereby strengthening the reliability and validity of the findings. The integration 

of thematic analysis, guided by the quality benchmarks proposed by Braun and Clarke (2021), further 

enhanced the trustworthiness and depth of the evidence base. The search process initially yielded 312 

articles. After removing duplicates and conducting a preliminary screening based on titles and abstracts, 

78 articles were retained for full-text review. A detailed assessment of these articles against the inclusion 

criteria resulted in a final sample of 37 studies. This process reflects a structured and transparent 

selection pathway consistent with PRISMA guidelines (Page et al., 2021). The study ensured 

consistency in the selection process to minimise bias and enhance the reliability of the findings. Data 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.690
http://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983) 

Volume: 07 Issue: 05 Year: 2026 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.690     

 

 

 

 

Discover publication opportunities: 
www.wr-publishing.org 

extraction focused on key dimensions, including study context, research design, methodological 

approach, core findings, and policy implications. Particular attention was given to how studies 

conceptualised digitalisation, the nature of public support interventions, and the outcomes associated 

with youth SME participation. This allowed for a nuanced understanding of both enabling and 

constraining factors across different contexts (Sagala & Őri, 2024; Sun et al., 2025). The analysis of the 

selected studies was conducted using a thematic synthesis approach. This involved identifying recurring 

patterns, relationships, and divergences across the literature, with themes such as digital adoption, 

public support mechanisms, barriers to participation, and enterprise outcomes emerging as central 

areas of focus (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Thematic analysis is particularly suitable for systematic reviews 

that aim to integrate diverse findings into a coherent narrative while preserving the depth and complexity 

of the original studies (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Through this process, the study developed a structured 

synthesis that directly addresses the research questions, linking empirical evidence with theoretical 

insights. The methodology does not involve primary data collection and therefore does not require 

ethical clearance, as it relies exclusively on publicly available scholarly sources. This approach ensures 

that the study remains both methodologically robust and ethically sound while contributing meaningful 

insights to the field of youth entrepreneurship and digital transformation. 

Results 

The findings of this systematic review reveal consistent patterns regarding the role of digitalisation and 

public support mechanisms in shaping youth empowerment within small and medium enterprises. The 

results directly address the research questions by examining how digital tools influence enterprise 

performance, how public interventions support youth outcomes, and what barriers continue to constrain 

progress. Across the reviewed studies, there is broad agreement that digitalisation enhances SME 

performance, yet its effectiveness is mediated by access to infrastructure, skills, and institutional support 

(OECD, 2023; World Bank, 2022; GSMA, 2022). The results also reinforce earlier insights from the 

literature review, particularly the argument that digital transformation is not uniform but depends on 

contextual readiness and capability development (Hafeez et al., 2025; Sagala & Őri, 2024). 

Digitalisation and Youth SME Performance 

The reviewed literature demonstrates that digitalisation plays a central role in improving the performance 

of youth led SMEs, particularly in relation to market expansion, operational efficiency, and customer 

engagement. Digital tools such as e commerce platforms, mobile payment systems, and social media 

marketing are consistently associated with enhanced business outcomes, as they reduce transaction 

costs and facilitate broader market access (Yuwono et al., 2024; Sjahruddin et al., 2024). These findings 

align with broader discussions on SME digital orientation, which highlight the importance of integrating 

digital technologies into core business strategies (Barragán & Becker, 2025). Empirical evidence further 
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indicates that youth entrepreneurs are particularly responsive to digital innovation due to their familiarity 

with technology and adaptability to changing environments (de Klerk et al., 2025; Jaoual & Koubaa, 

2025). SMEs that adopt digital technologies tend to demonstrate improved resilience and flexibility, 

enabling them to respond effectively to market disruptions and evolving consumer preferences (Sun, 

Yu, Khattak et al., 2025; OECD, 2021). However, the study notes that the benefits of digitalisation are 

not evenly distributed, as disparities in access to infrastructure and digital skills continue to shape 

outcomes (Van Dijk, 2020; ITU, 2023). Digital marketing capabilities emerge as particularly influential, 

with youth entrepreneurs leveraging social media and online platforms to build customer relationships 

and enhance brand visibility (Sifolo & Sokhela, 2022; Yuwono et al., 2024). At the same time, the 

literature cautions that digital adoption without adequate skills and strategic orientation may limit 

performance gains, underscoring the importance of capability development alongside technology 

access (Hafeez et al., 2025). To provide a clearer synthesis of how specific digital tools translate into 

measurable enterprise outcomes, Table 1 summarises key digital capabilities, their associated 

performance benefits, and supporting empirical evidence drawn from the reviewed studies. 

Digital Tool/Capability Observed Outcome 

E commerce platforms Expanded market reach and sales growth 

Mobile payment systems Improved transaction efficiency 

Social media marketing Increased customer engagement 

Cloud based systems Enhanced operational efficiency 

Digital literacy Improved business adaptability 

Table 2: Digitalisation and Youth SME Performance Outcomes  
(Sources: Yuwono et al. (2024); Sjahruddin et al. (2024); OECD (2021); GSMA (2022); Sifolo & 

Sokhela (2022); Barragán & Becker (2025); Sagala & Őri (2024); Sun et al. (2025); Hafeez et al. 
(2025); Jaoual & Koubaa (2025)) 

The results confirm that digitalisation contributes significantly to youth SME empowerment by improving 

performance outcomes. However, these benefits depend on enabling conditions such as infrastructure, 

skills, and access to digital ecosystems, which were also emphasised in the literature review (Kayser et 

al., 2023). 

Public Support Mechanisms and Youth Outcomes 

Public support mechanisms are shown to play a critical role in enabling youth to access and effectively 

utilise digital technologies within SME contexts. The reviewed studies highlight that interventions such 

as digital skills training, financial support, and mentorship programmes significantly improve business 

outcomes for youth entrepreneurs (Burtscher et al., 2024; Moric Milovanovic et al., 2025). These findings 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.690
http://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983) 

Volume: 07 Issue: 05 Year: 2026 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.690     

 

 

 

 

Discover publication opportunities: 
www.wr-publishing.org 

reinforce the earlier argument that empowerment is not solely dependent on access to technology but 

also on the presence of supportive institutional frameworks (UNDP, 2022). Training programmes that 

combine digital literacy with entrepreneurial skills are particularly effective, as they enhance both 

technological competence and strategic decision making (Burtscher et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2021). Youth 

entrepreneurs who participate in such programmes are more likely to adopt digital tools and integrate 

them into their business operations, resulting in improved performance and sustainability (Hafeez et al., 

2025; Sjahruddin et al., 2024). Access to finance also emerges as a key determinant of SME success. 

Financial support mechanisms, including grants, loans, and alternative financing models, enable youth 

entrepreneurs to invest in digital technologies and scale their businesses (OECD, 2022; World Bank, 

2022). In addition, incubation and mentorship programmes provide critical guidance, networks, and 

resources that enhance entrepreneurial capacity and confidence (Motsepe et al., 2026a; Kayser et al., 

2023). To consolidate these insights and illustrate how different forms of public support translate into 

specific entrepreneurial outcomes, Table 2 presents a summary of key support mechanisms, their 

observed effects, and the supporting evidence from the literature. 

Support Mechanism Outcome 

Digital skills training Increased digital adoption 

Financial support Higher business survival rates 

Mentorship programmes Improved strategic decision making 

Incubation and innovation hubs Enhanced business development 

Digital inclusion policies Broader access to digital tools 

Table 3: Public Support Mechanisms and Youth SME Outcomes  
(Sources: Burtscher et al. (2024); UNESCO (2021); OECD (2022); World Bank (2022); Motsepe et al. 
(2026a); Kayser et al. (2023); Kayser et al. (2023); Moric Milovanovic et al. (2025); GSMA (2022); ITU 

(2023)) 

The results suggest that public support mechanisms significantly influence youth SME outcomes by 

creating an enabling environment for digital engagement. The study emphasises that integrated 

interventions, which combine financial, technical, and institutional support, are more effective than 

isolated initiatives, consistent with findings from the literature review (Hafeez et al., 2025). 

Barriers and Challenges 

Regardless of the positive contributions of digitalisation and public support, the review identifies several 

persistent barriers that limit youth empowerment in SME contexts. These barriers include financial 

constraints, inadequate infrastructure, regulatory challenges, and skills gaps, all of which were 

highlighted in the literature review. Limited access to finance remains one of the most significant 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.690
http://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983) 

Volume: 07 Issue: 05 Year: 2026 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.690     

 

 

 

 

Discover publication opportunities: 
www.wr-publishing.org 

obstacles for youth entrepreneurs, as they often lack collateral and credit history required to secure 

formal funding (World Bank, 2022; OECD, 2022). This financial exclusion restricts their ability to invest 

in digital technologies and expand their enterprises, thereby limiting the potential benefits of digitalisation 

(Munongo & Pooe, 2025). Digital infrastructure gaps also pose substantial challenges, particularly in 

rural and underserved areas. Limited internet connectivity and high data costs hinder the adoption of 

digital tools, reducing opportunities for participation in digital markets (GSMA, 2022; ITU, 2023). This 

reinforces the argument that digital empowerment is closely linked to broader structural conditions and 

access inequalities (Van Dijk, 2020). Regulatory complexity further constrains SME growth by increasing 

administrative burdens and discouraging formalisation. In some contexts, political and institutional 

dynamics also influence access to opportunities, which may disadvantage youth entrepreneurs 

(Motsepe & Sikhosana, 2025; Sikhosana & Motsepe, 2025). The study adds that these challenges are 

often interconnected, requiring coordinated policy responses rather than isolated interventions. To 

provide a structured overview of these constraints and their implications for youth entrepreneurs, Table 

3 summarises the key barriers identified in the literature, together with their impacts and supporting 

evidence. 

Barrier Impact on SMEs 

Limited access to finance Restricted investment and growth 

Poor digital infrastructure Reduced digital adoption 

High cost of data/services Limited online participation 

Regulatory complexity Increased operational burden 

Skills gaps Ineffective use of digital tools 

Table 4: Key Barriers to Youth SME Empowerment  
(Sources: World Bank (2022); OECD (2022); GSMA (2022); ITU (2023); GSMA (2022); Van Dijk 

(2020); Motsepe & Sikhosana (2025); Moric Milovanovic et al. (2025); Hafeez et al. (2025); Yuwono et 
al. (2024)) 

Overall, the findings demonstrate that digitalisation strengthens youth SME performance when 

supported by effective public interventions. The results address the research questions by showing that 

digital tools enhance enterprise outcomes, public support mechanisms facilitate youth participation, and 

persistent barriers continue to limit the full realisation of these benefits. The study concludes that a 

coordinated and inclusive approach is necessary to maximise the potential of digitalisation for youth 

empowerment within SME ecosystems. 
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Discussion 

The findings of this review underscore the transformative potential of digitalisation in empowering youth 

engaged in small and medium enterprises, particularly when supported by targeted public interventions. 

Digital tools, including e commerce platforms, mobile payment systems, and social media marketing, 

enhance connectivity, expand market reach, and improve operational efficiency for youth led SMEs, 

reflecting broader patterns of digital business transformation and innovation within entrepreneurial 

ecosystems (Sjahruddin et al., 2024; Sun et al., 2025). These outcomes are consistent with evidence 

that digital orientation and innovation capabilities strengthen firm competitiveness and adaptability in 

dynamic markets (Barragán & Becker, 2025; Hafeez et al., 2025). The results further demonstrate that 

youth with strong digital competencies are better positioned to leverage these tools strategically, 

reinforcing the importance of digital skills development as a core component of enterprise success 

(Burtscher et al., 2024; Jaoual & Koubaa, 2025). Public support mechanisms amplify the benefits of 

digitalisation by providing access to resources, skills development, and institutional guidance. 

Interventions that integrate digital literacy training with financial support and mentorship are consistently 

associated with improved SME performance and sustainability outcomes (OECD, 2021; OECD, 2022). 

Evidence from youth focused enterprise development studies indicates that incubation, training, and 

targeted support programmes enhance entrepreneurial capacity and facilitate business growth 

(Motsepe et al., 2026b). This supports the argument that empowerment is most effective when it 

combines access to digital tools with capacity building and supportive ecosystems (de Klerk et al., 2025; 

Kayser et al., 2023). The analysis suggests that such integrated interventions create a reinforcing 

dynamic, where digital competencies enhance the utilisation of financial and institutional support, while 

these support structures enable more effective digital adoption. Notwithstanding these positive 

outcomes, persistent inequalities in access and infrastructure remain a central constraint. The findings 

indicate that youth entrepreneurs in resource constrained environments face significant barriers related 

to limited internet connectivity, high data costs, and restricted access to digital platforms, which hinder 

their ability to fully participate in digital economies (GSMA, 2022; ITU, 2023). These disparities reflect 

broader patterns associated with the digital divide, where structural inequalities shape access to and 

use of digital technologies (Van Dijk, 2020). The study observes that these challenges are particularly 

pronounced in developing contexts, where infrastructure limitations intersect with socio economic 

constraints, thereby reinforcing exclusion from digital opportunities (Restrepo-Morales et al., 2024; 

Sagala & Őri, 2024). The review also highlights that digital skills alone are insufficient in the absence of 

broader entrepreneurial and managerial capabilities. SMEs require a combination of technological 

competence and business acumen to translate digital adoption into sustained performance gains 

(Yuwono et al., 2024; Hafeez et al., 2025). Studies focusing on SME transformation emphasise that 

knowledge management, innovation capacity, and strategic decision making are critical in leveraging 
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digital tools effectively (Sun et al., 2025; Barragán & Becker, 2025). Integrated training approaches that 

combine digital literacy with business development skills are therefore more likely to produce meaningful 

and lasting outcomes for youth entrepreneurs (Burtscher et al., 2024; Sifolo & Sokhela, 2022). In 

conclusion, the findings demonstrate that digitalisation, when supported by coordinated and well-

designed public interventions, significantly enhances youth SME performance and empowerment. 

However, persistent structural barriers related to infrastructure, finance, and skills continue to limit the 

full realisation of these benefits. Addressing these challenges requires integrated and context sensitive 

policy approaches that combine digital inclusion, capacity building, and institutional support to create a 

more enabling environment for youth entrepreneurship (de Klerk et al., 2025; OECD, 2021). 

Conclusion 

This systematic review underscores the significant role that digitalisation and public support 

mechanisms play in empowering youth within the small and medium enterprise sector. The findings 

reveal that youth entrepreneurs are better able to expand their market reach, enhance operational 

efficiency, and improve customer engagement when they have access to digital tools, especially when 

these tools are complemented by well-designed public interventions. Digital technologies alone, while 

transformative, are insufficient to sustain long-term enterprise growth without accompanying support 

structures that build capacity, provide financial resources, and create enabling policy environments. 

Youth SMEs that combine digital literacy with practical business skills demonstrate higher resilience, 

innovation potential, and adaptability to changing market conditions. The review also highlights that 

access to digital technologies is uneven, with youth in rural or under-resourced areas often experiencing 

significant disadvantages. This inequity emphasizes the need for inclusive strategies that go beyond 

technology provision to include mentoring, networking opportunities, and context-sensitive training. 

Equally important is the integration of data privacy awareness and cybersecurity competencies into 

digital empowerment initiatives, ensuring that youth entrepreneurs are equipped to protect sensitive 

business and customer information within increasingly digitised markets. Integrated approaches that 

simultaneously address digital skills, business acumen, financial support, and digital security produce 

more meaningful and sustainable outcomes than interventions that focus on a single dimension of 

support. 

Practical Implications 

For policymakers and development practitioners, these findings point to the need for holistic digital 

inclusion strategies. Investments in digital infrastructure, including affordable and reliable internet 

access, are essential to ensure that youth across different regions can participate fully in digital 

economies. Programmes supporting youth enterprises should integrate digital literacy training with 

entrepreneurship and business management modules to enable young entrepreneurs to apply 
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technology effectively. Such programmes should also incorporate structured training on data protection, 

cybersecurity awareness, and responsible digital practices to safeguard business operations and build 

trust in digital marketplaces. Additionally, public funding schemes must be accessible, flexible, and 

specifically designed to meet the needs of youth, including those without prior collateral or established 

business networks. Mentorship and incubator initiatives can further enhance enterprise sustainability by 

providing practical guidance, exposure to markets, and professional networks. To address institutional 

fragmentation, policymakers should strengthen inter-agency coordination through clearly defined 

governance frameworks. Establishing centralised coordination units or interdepartmental task forces 

dedicated to youth entrepreneurship can improve policy alignment and reduce duplication of efforts. The 

adoption of integrated digital government platforms and shared data systems can enhance 

communication, streamline service delivery, and improve monitoring and evaluation. Furthermore, 

harmonising regulatory frameworks across national, provincial, and local levels will foster a coherent 

and supportive environment for youth-led SMEs. Regular stakeholder consultations, public–private 

partnerships, and collaborative policy design mechanisms are also essential for ensuring responsive 

and inclusive support systems. 

Theoretical Implications and Further Research 

The study also carries important theoretical implications, demonstrating the value of integrating digital 

capabilities frameworks with youth empowerment models to better understand SME outcomes. This 

combined lens highlights the interplay between individual competencies, structural support, and 

enabling environments in shaping entrepreneurial success. It further extends existing scholarship by 

emphasising the growing importance of digital trust, cybersecurity awareness, and data governance as 

foundational components of sustainable digital entrepreneurship. Future research should focus on 

longitudinal studies to capture how digitalisation and public interventions influence youth SME growth 

over time. Comparative studies across different regions, sectors, and socio-economic contexts could 

provide deeper insights into how digital tools and public support can be tailored to maximize 

empowerment outcomes. Further scholarly inquiry is also recommended to examine the effectiveness 

of digital security training programmes and coordinated governance models in strengthening SME 

resilience and promoting secure digital ecosystems. Examining the long-term effects of integrated digital 

and business interventions will help identify best practices and inform more effective policies that 

promote youth entrepreneurship in increasingly digitised economies. In conclusion, digitalisation, when 

paired with comprehensive and targeted public support, has the potential to significantly enhance youth 

empowerment and drive the growth of resilient, innovative SMEs. Sustainable progress requires not 

only the provision of technology but also the creation of inclusive, context-sensitive support systems that 

develop skills, expand opportunities, and bridge persistent equity gaps in digital access and enterprise 

resources. This progress must also prioritise secure digital environments and coordinated governance 
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structures to ensure that youth-led enterprises thrive in a safe, integrated, and sustainable digital 

economy. 
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