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ABSTRACT
Given that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the backbone of the 
economy, SME survival and resilience are vital during financial, health, or social crises, 
such as war or political upheaval. The current study conducted a systematic literature 
analysis from theoretical perspectives supporting SME survival during a crisis. A 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) systematic 
review was performed, including literature from SCOPUS, Web of Science (WoS) and 
Google Scholar. Out of the 40 reviewed papers, the top five most commonly used 
theories to ensure SME resilience and survival were resource-based views, competitive 
advantage, leadership, entrepreneurial and innovation theories. The first paper in the 
review was from 2003 with research spanning up to 2022. The literature also employed 
quantitative, qualitative and mixed methodologies where most approaches were 
quantitative. Tangible and intangible resources, effective leadership, competitive 
advantage, entrepreneurial innovativeness and a combination of these resources could 
confirm long-term survival among SMEs during crises. Organisational survival in times 
of crisis is important and strategies must be examined for preparation in the future. 
Despite its importance, few studies have considered this domain. Therefore, this study 
is a significant contribution to the literature because it is one of few attempts that 
highlights the SMEs vulnerability during survival.

1.  Introduction

The SMEs play a crucial role in national economic development, providing employment opportunities, 
wealth creation and poverty reduction (Asgary et  al., 2020). These enterprises also promote economic 
globalisation to ensure the increased global gross domestic product (GDP). Therefore, the difficulties aris-
ing from the process of economic globalisation, such as global financial and economic crisis, market 
competition and religious conflicts have a substantial effect on how SMEs can grow and perform over 
time (Naradda Gamage et  al., 2019). These various complex global challenges have direct consequences 
on their ability to maintain continuous production operations. Generally, businesses utilise various strat-
egies and policies during an emergency for effective crisis management and survival.

Regarding the financial issues a recently conducted study by Parayil Iqbal et  al. (2023) stated that 
working capital is necessary and all-time curial management is pivotal for SMEs as it is directly linked 
with the financial performance of businesses regardless of their size. Therefore, SMEs are recommended 
to more a balanced approach towards the management of working capital in times of crisis instead of a 
conservative or aggressive approach. Importantly, Pathak et  al. (2024) reported that SMEs seem to be 
vulnerable in the COVID-19 context due to their low resilience to deal with crises. It has resulted in neg-
ative consequences for SMEs, especially entrepreneurial SMEs. Various health crises impacting the global 
GDP included the 2020 coronavirus disease (COVID-19), which greatly affected numerous businesses 
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(Zutshi et  al., 2021) particularly micro business enterprises globally (Chikweche & Chaora, 2023) but the 
impact on businesses is not widely studied despite the growing post-COVID research. This situation 
encouraged numerous SMEs to develop new strategies to improve the crisis management system for 
effective outcomes. Moreover, political instability leading to war and terrorism influences national GDP, 
which causes poor economic development. These factors substantially affect small enterprises due to 
limited resources and financial support (AlQershi et  al., 2023). Another study by DiBella et  al. (2023) rec-
ommended that SMEs need to adopt transformative approaches towards sustainability that are econom-
ically superior and with such capabilities they can better absorb the crisis such as COVID-19. It is worth 
mentioning that SMEs are vulnerable to pandemics. For instance, COVID-19 proved to be very challenging 
for the SMEs survival. It is needed to identify the challenges they face during crises to draft strategies for 
building SME resilience. Although, it is one of the important issues but still limited research has focused 
on how the SMEs survive during the crisis (Erdiaw-Kwasie et  al., 2023). Additionally, another study 
reported that it is necessary to study and develop the understanding of the crisis faced by the SMEs to 
better advance the practices of the managers and owners for better survival of SMEs. There is a greater 
need to pay attention to the SMEs vulnerability during the survival, despite its importance no dedicated 
attention have been paid to it (Hossain et  al., 2022). Accordingly, the present study strives to address the 
following research objectives; (1) developing understanding about the SMEs survival during the global 
crisis. (2) To present a literature review on the theories used to study SMEs strategy to face the challenges.

Past literature has mainly emphasised financial and economic crises, which impacted the financial 
development and sustainable performance of various businesses worldwide. Contrarily, few studies have 
highlighted health-related and war-related crises regarding SME development. This study aims to enhance 
the understanding of SME survival during various global crises in the last century, including economic, 
financial, trade, health, war and terrorism-related crises. By outlining the impact of these crises on SMEs, 
the research seeks to provide insights into effective strategies and choices that can empower SMEs to 
navigate and thrive amidst challenging global circumstances. The study aims to contribute valuable 
knowledge that supports the development of resilient and adaptive approaches, ultimately improving 
the survival prospects of SMEs in the face of multifaceted crises.

2.  Methodology

2.1.  Research design

The present study is qualitative by follows the interpretive research philosophy. A systematic review was 
adopted to address the research questions. According to Chigbu et  al. (2023) reviewing the literature 
involves accurate and detailed research evidence considering the structured analysis of the articles. For 
such types of studies, the systematic literature review is used as a more reliable and structured approach 
(Khaldi et al., 2023). Systematic reviews have been utilised in many domains and this study followed 
several steps based on guidelines in previous research (Dyment & Downing, 2020). Firstly, relevant liter-
ature was identified through search terms. Secondly, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to 
obtain articles concerning the research objectives. Data were extracted and analysed followed by a 
report on the findings. All the details of the systematic literature review are presented in the next 
sections.

‘The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)’ guidelines were 
used in this study. The SLR involved the following steps: (a) planning; (b) execution; and (c) reporting 
(Fouskas et  al. (2020). The analysis processes included the general characteristics of the included articles 
and their methodological aspects, followed by the study themes and topics (refer to Table 1). Some 
sections or sub-sections that are a part of the PRISMA checklist were not included in this article as they 
were considered irrelevant or a requirement of meta-analysis. Table 1 presents the PRISMA checklist and 
the inclusion status of each item in this article. Figure 1 maps the PRISMA flowchart.

2.2.  Search strategies and sources

The systematic review was performed from 1 January 2000 to 31 December 2022 based on the literature 
search of Scopus and WoS. Furthermore, Google Scholar was utilised to identify literature not detected 
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initially. The keywords used were designed based on the topic and the search strings involved combi-
nations of ‘SME survival’, ‘Health Crisis’, ‘Financial Crisis’, ‘Terrorism’, ‘War’, ‘COVID-19’, ‘SME Resilience’, 
and ‘SMEs’.

Table 1. T he PRISMA checklist.
Section Title Status of occurrence

Title Identification as a literature review Yes
Abstract Structured summary Yes
Introduction Rationale Yes

Objectives Yes
Method Eligibility criteria (inclusion and exclusion criteria mentioned) Yes

Information sources Yes
Search Strategy Yes
Study selection Yes
Data collection process, data items, and risk bias calculation –

Results Study selection Yes
Study characteristics Yes
Risk of bias within studies –
Results of individual studies Yes

Discussion A general interpretation of results in the context of other evidence Yes
Limitations Yes
Conclusions Yes
Implications Yes

Other Information Funding –
Registration and protocol –
Support –
Competing interests –
Availability of data, code, and other materials –

Figure 1.  PRISMA flowchart.
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2.3.  Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The study eligibility criteria were as follows:

1.	 Only English language research
2.	 Only journal papers
3.	 The title or abstract discusses theoretical frameworks or strategies SMEs use to improve performance 

and survive when encountering economic, financial, health, or war-like crises
4.	 Peer-reviewed research
5.	 Studies published between 2000 and 2022

The following exclusion criteria were applied:

1.	 Grey literature (books, book chapters, conference papers and theses)
2.	 Non-English papers
3.	 Papers that are missing theoretical perspectives
4.	 Non-peer-reviewed literature
5.	 Literature beyond the timeframe of 2000 to 2022

2.4.  Data extraction

The data from the literature review contained the author names, publication years, titles, the theory 
used, the type of crisis studied, methodology type, journal names, main outcomes, implications and 
limitations. The data was stored using Excel worksheets by developing three sheets for WoS, Scopus and 
Google Scholar. Then all the titles and their details were combined into a single sheet to identify and 
remove the duplicates.

2.5.  Search outcomes

The search outcomes in Figure 1 demonstrate 211 records retrieved from SCOPUS and WoS and 102 from 
Google Scholar. The first stage involved removing duplicates and papers that were not from reliable pub-
lishers, mainly from Google Scholar. A total of 56 papers were removed due to duplicate issues and 23 
were excluded due to unreliable sources. Therefore, out of the 205 papers screened, 154 were removed 
due to the absence of accurate keywords in the titles and abstracts. Hence, 51 papers were retrieved, four 
of which could not be retrieved. Four out of the remaining 47 papers did not align with the topic require-
ments as the papers excluded discussions of SME survival during crises. Additionally, three papers did not 
identify the discussed theory. Therefore, a final set of 40 papers was included in the study.

3.  Findings

3.1.  Paper characteristics

The abovementioned section highlighted 40 papers included in the review process. First, the papers were 
analysed based on their publication years. Although the search was conducted from 2000 to 2022, the 
earliest paper was from 2003. Figure 2 depicts one paper each from 2003, 2004, 2013, 2015, 2017 and 
2018, two papers from 2011, and three papers from 2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016. Meanwhile, four papers 
were from 2019, five papers from 2020 and 2021, and six papers from 2022. Figure 2 shows the trend line 
of growing publications over the years. A dotted line in the graph represents the growing trend.

All 40 documents included were journal papers listed in Table 2. Two papers were from the European 
Management Journal, two from Frontiers, three from the Journal of Business Research, and four from the 
International Small Business Journal. Meanwhile, the remaining journals, such as Sustainability, Journal of 
Asian Economics, Journal of International Business Studies, Journal of Money, Credit and Banking and 
Journal of Risk and Financial Management each contributed a single paper.
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Above Figure 3 illustrates the co-authorship network involving 106 authors of the reviewed papers. A 
low level of co-authorship was present among the selected papers based on the 39 clusters with 123 
links and 124 link strengths in the network graph. The largest cluster involved five authors, as depicted 
in Figure 4. This cluster illustrates 10 links between the five authors, which indicates that each cluster 
occurred in two papers with one of the other authors from the cluster.

The review contained all three methodology-based papers. Overall, 67% of the papers applied a quan-
titative methodology, 25% used qualitative methodology and 8% employed a mixed method based on 
research design (refer to Figure 5 and Table 3). The findings reported in Figure 3 show the majority of 
studies have used questionnaires to collect data from respondents and used emerging analysis tech-
niques Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) and regression. It affirms that few studies have relied on 
secondary data sources. Whereas only a few studies have used mixed methods to verify their study 
results both qualitatively and quantitatively. It can be asserted that primary data analysis by using SEM 
is the most popular approach among researchers.

Figure 2.  Distribution of publications by year (2003–2023).

Table 2. N ames and distribution by journals.
Journal name Number of papers

Asia & the Pacific Policy Studies 1
Asian Business & Management 1
Journal of Social Sciences 1
Defence and Peace Economics 1
Global Business Review 1
Global Journal of Flexible Systems Management 1
International Business Research 1
International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal 1
International Journal of Business and Management 1
International Journal of Decision Sciences, Risk, and Management 1
International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction 1
International Journal of Hospitality Management 1
International Journal of Innovation and Applied Studies 1
International Journal of Learning and Intellectual Capital 1
International Journal of Multidisciplinary 1
International Journal of Production Economics 1
International Journal of Tourism Research 1
Journal of Asian Economics 1
Journal of Developing Economies 1
Journal of International Business Studies 1
Journal of International Economics 1
Journal of Money, Credit, and Banking 1
Journal of Risk and Financial Management 1
Journal of Small Business and Entrepreneurship Development 1
Management & Organisational History 1
Social and Behavioural Sciences 1
Sustainability 1
The International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Innovation 1
World Development 1
European Management Journal 2
Frontiers 2
Journal of Business Research 3
International Small Business Journal 4
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3.2.  Thematic analysis

The themes in the selected studies were identified through a keyword analysis of the abstracts and titles. 
Figure 6 portrays the titles and abstract-based keyword analysis indicating three primary themes in red, 
green and blue. The first theme is the densest and demonstrates the main topic: the economic or finan-
cial crisis. Further analysis revealed that 20 of the 40 reviewed papers covered this theme.

Figure 3.  Co-authorship network (all papers).

Figure 4.  Biggest co-authorship cluster (largest cluster).
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Following Figure 7 shows the green theme also highlighted China, COVID-19 and organisational resil-
ience. This theme primarily entailed issues affecting organisational sustainability and highlighted the role 
of organisational resilience strategies in addressing these global challenges, such as COVID-19. The blue 
theme displays only two highlighted words, namely relationship and terrorism. This theme discussed 
how SMEs develop survival strategies and resilience against issues in their external environment regard-
ing terrorism, wars, or civil or political upheaval.

Figure 8 depicts the keyword analysis of the papers discussing the first theme, which is SME survival 
during a financial crisis. Based on the network graph, the most used words were economic crisis, global 
financial crisis, small business and medium enterprise.

Figure 8 displays the keyword analysis of the second theme and Figure 9 portrays the third theme 
keyword analysis. Figure 9 outlines the pandemic, organisation resilience, crisis, COVID-19, China and 
other similar words indicating that the health crisis most commonly studied is the recent COVID-19 pan-
demic. The keyword analysis of the third theme emphasised wars, terrorism and other similar crises.

3.2.1.  Economic, financial and trade crisis
The main theories in past studies on economic, financial and trade crises utilised the RBV, competitive 
advantage and leadership theory. Other theories included entrepreneurial theory, stakeholder theory, 
theory of absolute advantage and traditional theory of capital structure. Pal et  al. (2014) investigated the 

Figure 5.  Methodology wise type distribution.

Table 3.  Methodological distribution.
Methodology Type Number of papers

Quantitative SEM 14   27
Secondary Regression 11
Regression 2

Qualitative Conceptual Framework 4 10
Argumentative Literature Reviews 5
Semi-Structured Interview 1

Mixed Interviews, Literature Analysis, Surveys 3 3

Figure 6.  Keyword analysis (all papers).
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economic crisis using various theories, namely RBV (including financial, material, network, intangible and 
social resources), competitive advantage theory (primarily emphasising redundancy, flexibility, network-
ing and robustness) and leadership theory (incorporating top management, employee well-being and 
important decision-making process). Tambunan (2020) incorporated these theories to comprehend the 
economic crisis impact on SME financial and sustainable development. Meanwhile, Alberti et  al. (2018), 
Varum and Rocha (2013) and Carbó‐Valverde et  al. (2016) mainly employed RBV.

Figure 7.  Keyword analysis (theme 1).

Figure 8.  Keyword analysis (theme 2).

Figure 9.  Keyword analysis (theme 3).
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The RBV states that innovative utilisation of internal and external sources is effective in achieving 
competitive advantage for the associated firms. Therefore, these studies suggested that the effective 
utilisation of valuable tangible and intangible resources of SMEs is effective in overcoming issues during 
the economic crisis by encouraging large companies to collaborate with them to provide financial sup-
port. Apart from RBV, Chowdhury (2011) highlighted leadership theory and promoted the role of top 
management in crisis management systems. Additionally, an effective leadership style is vital in improv-
ing the decision-making processes of top management during a crisis.

Cowling et  al. (2015) emphasised RBV and a knowledge-based view (KBV) to investigate the impact 
of various internal and external factors on small business growth during an economic crisis. The main 
characteristics of the business highlighted were the size, age and sector of the industry. Furthermore, the 
study determined the significance of human capital in influencing SME performance during global crises. 
Macroeconomic and microeconomic conditions of the SMEs were also observed. Magrizos et  al. (2021) 
outlined the stakeholder theory to determine the relationship between SME financial performance and 
CSR activities during the economic crisis. Essentially, CSR initiatives were crucial in SME resilience during 
an economic catastrophe. Hence, selecting effective stakeholders is vital to ensure effective SME financial 
performance during an economic crisis.

Tambunan (2019) employed the RBV and stakeholder theory in analysing a financial and economic 
crisis, mainly emphasising the inclusion of effective top management and shareholders to ensure finan-
cial support for the SMEs during the crisis to maintain their effective and innovative performance. 
Efficient and skilful top management was also proposed by Spillan and Hough (2003) and Pal et  al. 
(2012) as they integrated the leadership theory in promoting SMEs sustainable development during the 
economic crisis. Furthermore, Beliaeva et  al. (2020) and Karadağ (2016) outlined the relationship between 
entrepreneurial orientation, marketing orientation and firm performance based on the entrepreneurial 
theory during the economic crisis. This theory explains the boundaries and nature of the firm. Thus, 
implementing entrepreneurial strategies and policies during an economic and financial crisis is crucial in 
achieving the required outcomes.

Chor and Manova (2012) and Muhammad et  al. (2010) developed an effective theoretical framework 
to comprehend the relationship between SME resilience and the global economic crisis using RBV and 
competitive advantage theories. These studies emphasised the influence of government and financial 
support in improving SMEs competitive advantage processes during the economic crisis to obtain the 
required outcomes by overcoming various issues. Brown and Lee (2019) also encouraged the integration 
of competitive advantage theory to investigate the relationship between SME resilience and economic 
crisis. Nonetheless, Proença et  al. (2014) utilised the traditional capital structure theory to comprehend 
the relationship between SMEs capital structure and financial performance during the 2008 financial 
crisis in Portugal by observing asset structure, size, growth, profitability, cash flow, liquidity, long-term 
debts and short-term debts.

Investments from external sources gradually decrease during the financial crisis, specifically among SMEs 
due to higher economic pressure. Accordingly, private SMEs primarily depend on numerous internal sources 
for their investments. Zubair et  al. (2020) used the Q-theory to explain the relationship between invest-
ments and growth opportunities in SMEs during the 2008 financial crisis. This theory emphasises that small 
firms undertake investments when various growth opportunities exist. Nevertheless, Smallbone et  al. (2012) 
suggested that management and organisation practices are also critical to ensure SMEs continuous devel-
opment during a financial crisis rather than merely emphasising economic pressure. Thus, the institutional 
theory was utilised to determine the relationship between the financial performance of the UK and NZ 
small firms and the global financial crisis considering the effect of various organisational factors. Y. Zhao 
(2009) investigated the trade crisis and utilised the absolute advantage theory to comprehend SME devel-
opment in international trade during the global financial crisis. This investigation determined the chal-
lenges and opportunities SMEs in international trade during the crisis refer Table 4).

3.2.2.  Health crisis
Over the years, a health-related crisis emerged as one of the leading challenges to developing SMEs. Past 
studies highlighting health-related crises and SMEs financial development were also discussed. The 
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behavioural nature of related stakeholders was explained under numerous theoretical frameworks. 
Therefore, various theories were incorporated in prior studies concerning SMEs and health-related crises. 
For instance, entrepreneurial theory was one of the principal theories employed by Zighan et  al. (2022) 
and Field Zutshi et  al. (2021). Although health-related crises cause numerous challenges, taking necessary 
measures could effectively achieve the required outcomes.

The concept of entrepreneurial orientation was employed to determine the organisational strategies of 
SMEs to enhance their resilience and survival in response to global challenges. Liu et  al. (2020) also used 
innovation theory to examine the linkage between resilience, strategic agility and entrepreneurship in SMEs 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. These theories suggested that the combined effect of entrepreneurship 
and strategic agility is effective in determining solutions to COVID-19 issues. This finding could encourage 
SMEs to perform crucial measures to promote innovation processes and achieve positive outcomes. Li et  al. 
(2022) stated that promoting innovation processes and developing new products would be effective for 
SMEs development during the COVID-19 crisis. Thus, the integration of innovation theory was highly critical.

Table 4. S ummary of findings.
Reference Crisis type Crisis Theory

(Pal et  al., 2014) Economic crisis 1990 to 1993 and 2007 to 2009 crises •	 RBV
•	 Competitive advantage theory
•	 Leadership theory

(Magrizos et  al., 2021) Economic crisis – Stakeholder theory
(Smallbone et  al., 2012) Financial crisis 2008 financial crisis Institutional theory
(Cowling et  al., 2015) Economic crisis – RBV

KBV
(Alberti et  al., 2018) Economic crisis – RBV
(Proença et  al., 2014) Financial crisis 2008 financial crisis The traditional theory of capital structure
(Zubair et  al., 2020) Financial crisis 2008 financial crisis Q-theory
(Y. Zhao, 2009) Trade crisis – Theory of absolute advantage
(Varum & Rocha, 2013) Economic crisis – RBV
(Muhammad et  al., 2010) Economic crisis 2008 financial crisis RBV Competitive advantage theory
(Tambunan, 2019) Economic crisis •	 ‘Asian economic crisis 1997/1998’.

•	 ‘Global financial crisis 2008/2009’.
•	 RBV
•	 Stakeholder theory

(Carbó‐Valverde et  al., 2016) •	 Trade crisis
•	 Financial crisis

– RBV

(Karadağ, 2016) Economic crisis – Entrepreneurial theory
(Spillan & Hough, 2003) Economic crisis – Leadership theory
(Tambunan, 2020) Economic crisis •	 The COVID-19

•	 The 1997/98 Crisis
•	 The 2008/09 Crisis

RBV
•	 Competitive advantage theory
•	 Leadership theory

(Beliaeva et  al., 2020) Economic crisis 2015–2016 Crisis Entrepreneurial theory
(Brown & Lee, 2019) Financial crisis – Competitive advantage theory
(Pal et  al., 2012) Financial crisis 2007 to 2011 crisis Leadership theory
(Chowdhury, 2011) Financial crisis – RBV

Leadership theory
(Chor & Manova, 2012) Financial crisis – RBV

Competitive advantage theory
(Tingbani et  al., 2019) Terrorism – RBV
(Shimizu, 2019) War World War II Organisational theory
(Clark & Saade, 2011) War Korean war (1953) Keynesian theory
(Prohorovs, 2022) War Russia-Ukraine war Demand-pull inflation theory
(Ganaie, 2020) Terrorism – RBV
(Czinkota et  al., 2010) Terrorism – RBV
(Nafiu et  al., 2014) Terrorism – Marx’s theory
(Puteh et  al., 2017) War Civil war Portfolio-balance model
(Doern, 2016) War – Leadership Theory
(Sobaih et  al., 2021) Health crisis COVID-19 •	 Innovation theory

•	 Competitive advantage theory
(Li et  al., 2022) Health crisis COVID-19 Innovation theory
(Liu et  al., 2020) Health crisis COVID-19 •	 Entrepreneurial theory

•	 Innovation theory
(Wided, 2023) Health crisis COVID-19 RBV
(Henderson & Ng, 2004) Health crisis SARS RBV
(Lu et  al., 2021) Health crisis COVID-19 Agency theory
(Zutshi et  al., 2021) Health crisis COVID-19 Entrepreneurial theory
(Stoop et  al., 2021) Health crisis •	 Ebola

•	 COVID-19
Behavioural theory

(H. Zhao & Chen, 2022) Health crisis SARS Economic theory
(Huang et  al., 2022) Health crisis COVID-19 Economic theory
(Zighan et  al., 2022) Health crisis COVID-19 Entrepreneurial theory
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Sobaih et  al. (2021) employed innovation and competitive advantage theories to investigate the link 
between planned resilience, adaptive resilience and the performance of SMEs during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Observably, such innovative strategies enhanced the performance of related firms during the 
COVID-19 crisis. Prior studies examining health-related crises utilised the behaviour theory, which states 
that an individual’s surrounding environment significantly influences their behaviour. Stoop et  al. (2021) 
mentioned that COVID-19 largely impacted the individual’s behaviours compared to Ebola.

Employees’ morale is usually low during a health-related crisis, which influences overall organisational 
resilience. Thus, Huang et  al. (2022) employed behavioural theory and self-determination theory to anal-
yse the relationship between business ethics, loss aversion, herd behaviour, the endowment effect and 
sustainable business resilience. Effective CSR policies during COVID-19 enhanced employees’ 
self-determination in numerous SMEs, which encouraged their best performance even during a crisis. 
Considering the role of health-related crises in influencing the economic situation of a country, H. Zhao 
and Chen (2022) applied the economic theory to determine the effect of severe acute respiratory syn-
drome (SARS) on the ‘total factor productivity’ of numerous small enterprises in China. This theory defines 
the consumers and investors as efficient machines as they are considered the primary stakeholders of 
the SMEs, which impacts their growth and financial development. Based on this theory, the SARS pan-
demic significantly influenced labour productivity and SME performance.

Lu et  al. (2021) employed the agency theory, which is an economic theory involving various individ-
uals of a firm to comprehend their self-interest. An agency relationship is developed when an individual 
(the agent) is authorised by another person (the principal). The theoretical framework developed under 
this theory mainly emphasises the relationship between customers and employees during the COVID-19 
outbreak. The pandemic affected employee and customer relationships, which led to negative outcomes. 
Therefore, vital and effective strategies were proposed. Wided (2023) explained resilience as a 
‘meta-capability’ that significantly depends on organisational capabilities. The capability-based view the-
ory was applied to determine the relationship between information technology capabilities, big data 
analytics capability, organisational resilience, strategic flexibility and SME performance during the 
COVID-19 situation. This application determined the significance of such innovative capabilities in enhanc-
ing SME performance during the health-related crisis to attract new stakeholders to gain effective out-
comes. Henderson and Ng (2004) also utilised the dynamic capability view to determine the significance 
of developing innovative and effective capabilities among the employees of SMEs to achieve competitive 
advantage during the SARS outbreak by fulfilling the demands and requirements of related customers.

3.2.3.  War and terrorism
War and terrorism are two critical global challenges significantly influencing the business world, specifi-
cally SMEs. Past literature has mainly emphasised the relationship between war or terrorism and SME 
resilience and sustainability. Numerous theoretical frameworks were developed in past studies using var-
ious theories, including the RBV, organisational theory, Keynesian theory, demand-pull inflation theory, 
Marx’s theory, portfolio-balance model and contingency management theory. The past research included 
in the current study employed these theories to identify the link between SME development and global 
crises (terrorism and war). Past studies (Ganaie, 2020) (Czinkota et  al., 2010; Tingbani et  al., 2019) applied 
the RBV to develop an effective theoretical framework regarding SME resilience during terrorist attacks.

These studies outlined that terrorism directly or indirectly affects the financial and organisational per-
formance of numerous businesses, specifically small businesses. Therefore, businesses could avoid this 
issue by establishing distinct resources and capabilities, which complicates imitating competitors. This 
statement supports the RBV, which emphasises the innovativeness of the resources and capabilities of a 
firm to achieve the required outcomes. Nonetheless, the RBV promotes competitive advantage, which 
encourages SMEs to consider vital steps to gain competitive advantage. Therefore, the primary focus is 
innovation processes and new product development. During global or national challenges, such as ter-
rorist attacks, SMEs must use external and internal resources to fulfil public needs. This measure could 
sustain SME development during war or terrorism.

Nafiu et  al. (2014) explained that terrorism is politically oriented and greatly influences society. 
Similarly, businesses, such as small firms are largely impacted by terrorism compared to large companies. 
Therefore, Nafiu et  al. (2014) used Marx’s theory to determine the effect of terrorism on SME resilience 
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in comparison to large companies. This situation represents the reality of a society where power holds 
all the privileges and the weak have to suffer all consequences. In contrast, Shimizu (2019) integrated 
the organisational theory to determine the linkage between organisational forms and the financial devel-
opment of SMEs during World War II. This theory mainly emphasises the relationship between the firms 
and their environment, which determines their influence on organisational functions. This situation indi-
cates that resource distribution among SMEs and large companies during the war is significantly dis-
rupted, which negatively impacts SME survival. Contrarily, Clark and Saade (2011) stated that after the 
Korean War in 1953, SMEs were not given equal chances in financial support or other crucial resources, 
which resulted in the downfall of these firms. This concept was explained using the Keynesian theory, 
which states that inflation is substantially impacted by aggregate demand and the lack of resources in 
SMEs, which affects the overall productivity of the required goods by the public.

Prohorovs (2022) emphasised the effect of the Russia-Ukraine war on higher inflation rates. The 
demand-pull inflation theory was utilised to determine the relationship between the war and the higher 
inflation rates. Observably, the political instability and other issues from the Russia-Ukraine war impacted 
the overall supplies of goods to the related audience, which increased the prices of numerous goods. The 
situation affected almost all countries. During the war, the risks drastically increased for the investors, 
which prevented them from making any extra investments in numerous businesses. This situation largely 
impacts SMEs performance as they depend on external investments to perform their day-to-day operations.

Puteh et  al. (2017) integrated the portfolio-balance model, which discusses the balance promoted by 
the investors between high-return investments and safe-return investments to maintain a balance in 
their portfolios during the civil war. This situation negatively influenced SME development and survival 
during the war. Moreover, Doern (2016) highlighted the relationship between management and employee 
engagement in small firms during the war. The contingency theory was applied, which emphasises an 
effective leadership style adopted by a manager to manage uncertain situations (in this case, war). This 
finding revealed the vital role played by the management of SMEs in affecting the financial and organ-
isational performance of the firm during global crises.

4.  Discussion and suggestions

A systematic literature review was performed among studies published between 1922 and 2022 regard-
ing the survival theories for SMEs worldwide during global or local crises. The systematic review revealed 
that most crises impacted SMEs, which are classified as health, financial, or economic and local or global 
upheaval in response to terrorism, political discord, or war-like situations. Although such crises and the 
responses of SMEs were examined in previous systematic reviews (Abed, 2022; Hossain et  al., 2022; 
Naradda Gamage et  al., 2019, 2020), few studies emphasised the theories used under this perspective. 
This gap was addressed in the current study and the identified theories are summarised in Table 5. A 
total of 19 theories were applied in the reported literature, including economic or financial theories, such 
as Marx’s theory, Q-theory, Economic Theory, Keynesian Theory, management theories, such as 
agency-based management, leadership theory, stakeholder theory, institutional or organisational theory 
and resource and capability theories, such as RBV, KBV and competitive advantage.

Figure 10 illustrates that the RBV was the most quoted theory in the reviewed literature. A total of 15 
out of 40 papers used this theory to explain their resilience and survival-building strategies for SMEs. 
Furthermore, the leadership theory and competitive advantage theory were used in six papers each. 
These three theories were used collectively in most papers. Three and five papers used innovation theory 
and entrepreneurial theory, respectively. Meanwhile, innovation theory and entrepreneurial theory were 
mainly applied collectively and interchangeably.

RBV was the most quoted theory in the reviewed literature. A total of 15 out of 40 papers used this 
theory to explain their resilience and survival-building strategies for SMEs. Furthermore, the leadership 
theory and competitive advantage theory were used in six papers each. These three theories were used 
collectively in most papers. Three and five papers used innovation theory and entrepreneurial theory, 
respectively. Meanwhile, innovation theory and entrepreneurial theory were mainly applied collectively 
and interchangeably.
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Table 5. T heoretical summary.
Theory Explanation SME survival context References

Resource-Based View Possession of strategic resources 
allows a company to be 
competitive.

Development of intangible, tangible, 
financial, human, and other 
similar resources to maximise the 
capabilities and capacities of 
SMEs that enable long-term 
survival.

(Alberti et  al., 2018; Carbó‐Valverde 
et  al., 2016; Chor & Manova, 
2012; Chowdhury, 2011; Cowling 
et  al., 2015; Czinkota et  al., 
2010; Ganaie, 2020; Henderson 
& Ng, 2004; Muhammad et  al., 
2010; Pal et  al., 2014; 
Tambunan, 2019, 2020; Tingbani 
et  al., 2019; Varum & Rocha, 
2013; Wided, 2023)

Leadership Theory Leadership theory focuses on 
building moral standards and 
ethics that leaders follow to 
enhance the performance of 
companies.

The usage of effective leadership 
allows SMEs to develop and 
survive in the occurrence of any 
crisis.

(Chowdhury, 2011; Doern, 2016; Pal 
et  al., 2012, 2014; Spillan & 
Hough, 2003; Tambunan, 2020)

Competitive 
Advantage

Making decisions based on the 
maximisation of competitive 
advantage allow companies to 
thrive.

Competitive advantage is the key to 
sales success and high 
profitability. Being excellent in a 
certain specific area that 
customers value is essential.

(Brown & Lee, 2019; Chor & 
Manova, 2012; Muhammad et 
al., 2010; Pal et  al., 2014; Sobaih 
et  al., 2021; Tambunan, 2020)

Stakeholder Theory Stakeholder theory focuses on the 
capitalisation of the relationship 
between a business and its 
stakeholders.

During a crisis or in the recovery 
stages, a company, specifically 
SMEs can only survive if they are 
supported by various 
stakeholders, such as investors 
and customers.

(Magrizos et  al., 2021; Tambunan, 
2019)

Institutional Theory 
or Organisational 
Theory

The adoption of formal 
organisational structures to 
maximise resilience in business 
organisations

Companies that adopt standard 
practices and policies off 
organisational structures during 
crises leads to enhancing 
performance as these policies and 
practices are already tested and 
are well known.

(Shimizu, 2019; Smallbone et  al., 
2012)

Knowledge-Based 
View

Maximisation of knowledge used to 
support transformation

Companies encountering a crisis can 
use the knowledge resources to 
create innovative solutions that 
can lead to enhancing 
performance and survival 
outcomes.

(Cowling et  al., 2015)

Capital Structure 
Theory

The value of a firm increases to a 
certain level of debt capital, 
which decreases if the 
borrowing continues.

The SMEs need to check their 
borrowing limits during crises to 
prevent loss.

(Proença et  al., 2014)

Q-Theory The theory of real investment that 
states investments increased 
with ‘Q’, which is the ratio of the 
market value of a company to 
the capital replacement cost.

The SMEs should avoid new 
investments during a crisis.

(Zubair et  al., 2020)

Entrepreneurial 
Theory

Entrepreneurial actions that lead to 
the development of new 
products, services, and processes 
allow business improvement.

During crises, entrepreneurial 
behaviour maximises any 
opportunities in the external 
environment and allows SMEs to 
seek innovative ways to survive.

(Beliaeva et  al., 2020; Karadağ, 
2016; Liu et  al., 2020; Zighan 
et  al., 2022; Zutshi et  al., 2021)

Theory of Absolute 
Advantage

Theory of absolute advantage 
means that one company has an 
absolute advantage in producing 
some product or service 
compared to its competitors.

In times of crisis, companies should 
maximise the production of 
products and services that they 
excel in compared to their 
competitors, which enables 
utilising their resources in the 
best possible way to ensure 
company survival and 
performance.

(Y. Zhao, 2009)

Innovation Theory The innovation theory of 
entrepreneurship suggests that 
entrepreneurs create innovative 
disruptions that lead to better 
performance of organisations.

The SMEs can improve their 
organisational outcomes if 
entrepreneurs can cause 
innovative disruptions.

(Li et  al., 2022; Liu et  al., 2020; 
Sobaih et  al., 2021)

Agency Theory This is an economic theory that 
views a firm in the form of a set 
of contracts that exist among 
self-interested individuals.

The employees and stakeholders of 
an SME should not follow 
self-interests. However, 
organisational interests must be 
prioritised during crises.

(Lu et  al., 2021)

(Continued)
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The top three theories, RBV, competitive advantage and leadership theory, are primarily employed by 
companies to enhance survival skills. An organisation is a bundle of resources and capabilities that do 
not work in isolation but instead as a single unit to improve competitiveness and performance outcomes 
(Chumphong et  al., 2020; Khana et  al., 2020; Lukovszki et  al., 2021). Additionally, competitiveness is a 

Theory Explanation SME survival context References

Behavioural Theory Behaviours are learned by 
interacting with the 
environment.

The SMEs can develop the best 
strategies based on the 
requirements within their external 
environment during a crisis.

(Huang et  al., 2022; Stoop et  al., 
2021)

Economic Theory Investors and consumers make the 
best choices for themselves.

Stakeholders of SMEs should make 
the best choices for company 
survival.

(H. Zhao & Chen, 2022)

Keynesian Theory The Keynesian theory concerns the 
impact of demand on economic 
output and inflation.

Aggregate demand should be 
managed keenly by SMEs.

(Clark & Saade, 2011)

Demand-Pull Inflation 
Theory

Inflation occurs if the demand for 
goods exceeds the existing 
suppliers.

To control the inflation of prices, 
SMEs should manage their 
production in a way that demand 
can be matched during crises.

(Prohorovs, 2022)

Marx’s Theory Marx’s theory outlines that social 
class differences between the 
working class and capitalists 
lead to exploitation.

The SMEs should avoid capitalism. (Nafiu et  al., 2014)

Portfolio-Balance 
Model

The PBM is an economic model of 
interest rates.

The PBM considers two types of 
assets, including domestic 
currency and some alternative 
resource, such as foreign currency, 
or gold. During a war, the value 
of financial currencies become 
weak, and companies might 
consider substitute currencies, 
such as gold for trade continuity 
and survival.

(Puteh et  al., 2017)

Self-Determination 
Theory

Self-determination theory highlights 
human motivation, personality, 
and psychological needs of 
human resources that lead to 
growth on personal and 
organisational levels.

Companies that focus on the three 
basic needs of competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness of the 
employees can thrive under crises 
as the employees’ capabilities to 
manage negative reinforcers in 
the environment are maximised.

(Huang et  al., 2022)

Table 5.  Continued.

Figure 10. N umber of mentions for each theory in reviewed literature.
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multidimensional construct utilised to enhance organisational functioning and capabilities (Haseeb et  al., 
2019; Wijaya & Suasih, 2020). Similarly, effective leadership is as critical as any other resource for a com-
pany to maximise performance.

The SMEs that encounter any future global-level crisis could utilise these strategies that highlight the 
utilisation of resources and leadership capabilities at their disposal to maximise competitive advantage 
and increase survival chances (Falahat et  al., 2018; Lewandowska et  al., 2021; Marcati et  al., 2008). It is 
consistent with recently conducted study for instance, Thomas and Douglas (2024) stated that SMEs 
must develop their agility as an internal source to better survive and reduce reliance on external factors. 
It is also proposed in Figure 11 that innovation as a potential strategic choice can help organisations to 
survive in times of crisis. Furthermore, intense competition or a turbulent environment in SMEs might be 
due to several global health and financial level crises or global or local upheaval due to war or terrorism. 
Innovative entrepreneurship is a key resource that could enhance survivability. The conceptual frame-
work in Figure 11 summarises the findings in the form of crisis occurrence, strategy response and SME 
survival outcomes in performance, resilience and improvement of process focus.

5.  Conclusion

A systematic literature review was conducted on past studies from 1922 to 2022 to explore the strategies 
SMEs used to survive global crises. The current study provided information on the influence of various 
global crises (health, war, trade, financial, economic and terrorism-related crises) on the development and 
performance of SMEs globally. The finding has provided in depth review on the literature and pointed 
out that different strategic choices such as entrepreneurial strategy and innovation strategy etc. can 
potentially help SMEs to survive in times of crisis. The SMEs could ensure the maintenance and effective 
productivity during the global crisis by taking the most suitable strategy to ensure maximum utilisation 
of resources and leadership to enhance competitive advantage and entrepreneurial innovation. These 
strategies prevent the influence of the crisis on employment opportunities and production capabilities 
of SMEs. Such strategies also increase SMEs financial opportunities and promote effective collaborations 
between SMEs and large companies and numerous entrepreneurial opportunities. For instance, a recently 
conducted study Thomas and Douglas (2024) contended that firms must use ambidexterity, absorptive 
capacity and agility for reconfiguration of internal resources and reduce their dependency on external 
resources. Therefore, increasing self-reliance may result in their superior performance. This study has 
highlighted various strategies for example innovation, so organisations can invest their resources in such 
strategic choices to better emerge as an agile organisation and better deal with the crisis.

This study performed a literature review analysis to investigate past theories used for SME survival 
during various global crises. Hence, the literature review involved no strict time restrictions (between 
2000 and 2022). This study revealed various theoretical approaches by which the SMEs can survive in 
their times of crisis. For instance, companies encountering a crisis can use the knowledge resources to 

Figure 11.  Conceptual framework.
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create innovative solutions that can lead to enhancing performance and survival outcomes. Additionally, 
they can reduce their financing to deal with the potential loss and start investing in the new ventures. 
The literature also revealed that SMEs need to manage their production such that they meet the demand 
in times of crisis. And, from the human resources perspective, SMEs can extend their focus on the com-
petence, autonomy and embeddedness of the employees to better manage the employees’ capabilities 
to manage negative reinforcers in the environment are maximised. Future studies are suggested to 
examine the presented framework and outline one type of crisis to improve the generalisability of pro-
vided solutions. Researchers could investigate the application and effectiveness of the identified strategic 
choices, such as entrepreneurial strategy and innovation strategy, in the context of diverse global crises, 
including health, war, trade, financial, economic and terrorism-related crises. Additionally, examining the 
dynamic interplay between these strategies and their impact on SMEs’ survival during crises could pro-
vide valuable insights. Furthermore, longitudinal studies could explore the long-term effects of these 
strategies on SMEs’ development and performance, shedding light on sustained resilience and adaptability.
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