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Abstract: Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are a vital component of Mumbai's economy, yet they face significant 

operational and strategic barriers, including access to finance and the pressures of digital transformation. The existing literature identifies 

these broad challenges but lacks a nuanced understanding of digital marketing adoption. This paper aims to fill that gap by presenting a 

focused analysis of the barriers and strategic gaps in digital marketing practices. Drawing on a mixed-methods study, including 280 

surveys and 40 in-depth interviews, this study uncovers the precise dynamics at play. The findings reveal that adoption is wide but 

strategically shallow, hampered by a skills gap rather than cost, and disconnected from performance metrics. These results indicate that 

current support policies are misaligned with on-the-ground realities, offering critical insights for policymakers and a new framework for 

understanding urban MSME resilience. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Mumbai, India's financial and commercial capital, hosts one 

of the nation's most dynamic economic ecosystems. A critical, 

though often fragmented, pillar of this economy is the Micro, 

Small, and Medium Enterprise (MSME) sector. These 

enterprises are not a monolith; they span a vast landscape 

from traditional small-scale manufacturing units, textile 

producers, and cottage industries to modern, service-oriented 

businesses in information technology, finance, and 

hospitality. This sector is the city's primary engine for 

employment generation and a significant contributor to its 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP)  e.g., Ministry of MSME, 

2023; State Economic Survey, 2024.  

 

The entrepreneurial spirit of Mumbai is evident in this 

landscape, which serves as a fertile breeding ground for 

innovative startups in fintech, edtech, and e-commerce. 

Furthermore, leveraging the city's port access and 

international connectivity, many MSMEs are export-oriented, 

particularly in industries like pharmaceuticals, gems, and 

jewelry e.g., Mumbai Port Trust Report, 2023. 

 

Despite their clear economic importance, Mumbai's MSMEs 

operate in a high-pressure environment defined by persistent 

and well-documented challenges e.g., Chaudhary, 2014. 

These include navigating complex regulatory compliance, 

overcoming significant infrastructure constraints, and, most 

critically, securing access to finance e.g., RBI Report, 2023.  

 

While these challenges are known, the rapid digitalization of 

the post-pandemic economy has introduced a new, urgent 

pressure: digital transformation e.g., Eikebrokk & Olsen, 

2010. Government initiatives at the state and national levels 

have been implemented to support MSMEs, but a significant 

gap often exists between policy and on-the-ground adoption 

e.g., Elahi & Hassanzedheh, 2009. 

 

While the existence of these broad challenges is established 

in the literature e.g., Gilaninia et al., 2012; DrKennath et al., 

2012, a significant gap persists. Specifically, the literature 

lacks a nuanced understanding of digital marketing 

practices within the MSME sector. For example, how do 

MSMEs in the manufacturing sector actually perceive and 

implement digital tools? What are the specific barriers they 

face when attempting to adopt new technology? How do 

factors like an owner's digital literacy cf. Chang et al., 2011 

and access to skilled personnel cf. Duncombe & Heeks, 

2005 influence their strategic decisions? 

 

This article aims to fill this gap. Drawing on a mixed-methods 

study combining quantitative surveys and in-depth qualitative 

interviews, this paper presents a detailed analysis of the 

adoption and impact of digital marketing among Mumbai's 

MSMEs. 

 

2. Research Methodology 
 

This study employed a mixed-methods research design to 

gain a comprehensive understanding of digital marketing 

practices within Mumbai's Micro, Small, and Medium 

Enterprise (SME) sector. This approach integrates 

quantitative and qualitative data to provide a well-rounded 

analysis, following established frameworks for mixed-

methods research e.g., Creswell & Clark, 2018. 

 

The quantitative component consisted of a structured survey 

administered to 280 SME owners/managers to identify broad 

numerical trends and patterns.  

 

Concurrently, the qualitative component involved in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews with 40 SME founders to explore 

the rich, nuanced insights and decision-making processes that 

surveys alone cannot capture e.g., Corbin & Strauss, 2015. 

The target population for both methods comprised SMEs 

from a diverse range of industries, including retail, 

manufacturing, and services, operating within the geographic 

boundaries of Mumbai. The integration of these two data 

types allows for a robust triangulation of findings. 

 

3. Findings and Results 
 

Our mixed-methods approach, integrating quantitative data 

from 280 surveys with qualitative insights from 40 in-depth 
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interviews, yielded three primary findings regarding digital 

marketing adoption among Mumbai's MSMEs. 

 

Finding 1: High Adoption, Low Strategic Depth 

The quantitative survey (N=280) revealed wide but 

superficial adoption of digital marketing tools. A significant 

majority of respondents (82%) reported using some form of 

digital marketing, primarily free social media platforms (e.g., 

WhatsApp for Business, Facebook pages). However, 

adoption of more advanced, strategic tools remained 

exceptionally low. Fewer than 20% of respondents utilized 

paid search (PPC) or search engine optimization (SEO), and 

less than 15% employed any form of customer relationship 

management (CRM) software. 

 

The qualitative interviews explained this disparity. A 

common theme was that digital adoption was "reactive" rather 

than "strategic." The owner of a small-scale manufacturing 

unit stated, "We have a Facebook page because everyone else 

does. I am not sure if it brings any business, but it is necessary 

to look modern." This indicates that for many, a digital 

presence serves as a simple "digital brochure" rather than an 

active tool for business development. 

 

Finding 2: The "Skills Gap" as the Primary Barrier, Not 

Cost 

A central objective was to identify barriers to deeper digital 

transformation. The survey data provided a clear hierarchy of 

challenges. Contrary to common assumptions, "Financial 

Cost" was not the top-ranked barrier. Instead, "Lack of Skilled 

Personnel" (ranked as a top-3 barrier by 68% of respondents) 

and "Owner's/Manager's Lack of Technical Knowledge" 

(61%) were the most significant impediments. 

 

The in-depth interviews powerfully illustrated this. The 

founder of a retail SME with 15 employees explained, "I can 

find 10,000 rupees for an advertising budget. The problem is 

I am not sure if I am giving it to the right person... I am afraid 

of wasting money because I don't understand it myself." This 

finding suggests that the core challenge is a human capital and 

knowledge gap, not a purely financial one. 

 

Finding 3: Disconnect Between Perceived Impact and 

Actual Measurement 

Our analysis revealed a significant disconnect between the 

perceived importance of digital marketing and the actual 

measurement of its impact on performance. From the survey, 

77% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that digital 

marketing was "essential for future growth." 

 

However, only 14% of these same respondents used any 

formal analytics tools (like Google Analytics) to track 

performance. Furthermore, qualitative interviews revealed a 

reliance on "vanity metrics." A restaurant owner noted, "We 

ran a promotion that got over 500 likes on Instagram. We 

knew it was a huge success." When pressed, the owner could 

not connect this engagement to an increase in actual bookings 

or revenue. This reliance on perceived engagement over 

measurable return on investment (ROI) was a common theme, 

preventing owners from making data-driven strategic 

decisions. 

 

 

4. Discussion 
 

The findings of this study offer a nuanced perspective on the 

digital transformation challenges facing MSMEs in Mumbai, 

moving beyond generalized assumptions to reveal specific 

operational hurdles. Here, we interpret our findings in the 

context of existing literature. 

 

First, the discovery of "High Adoption, Low Strategic Depth" 

(Finding 1) is a critical insight. It suggests that while MSMEs 

recognize the necessity of a digital presence, they primarily 

view it as a defensive tool for legitimacy ("looking modern") 

rather than an offensive tool for growth. This "reactive 

adoption" aligns with prior work on symbolic technology 

adoption e.g., Auger, 2005, but contrasts with normative 

models of strategic implementation e.g., Chaffey, 2010; 

Ching & Ellis, 2004. This can be attributed to the high-

pressure, competitive Mumbai market, where owners have 

limited time for strategic planning. 

 

Second, the identification of the "Skills Gap" as the primary 

barrier over "Financial Cost" (Finding 2) represents a 

significant shift in understanding. For years, the policy 

discourse surrounding MSME support has been dominated by 

access to finance e.g., Chaudhary, 2014. Our findings 

challenge this, suggesting that even when funds are available, 

they are not deployed due to a lack of owner confidence and 

technical know-how. This implies that government and 

industry support mechanisms, which are often financial, are 

misaligned with the core problem. The true bottleneck is a 

human capital crisis, a finding that echoes recent work on 

digital literacy and ICT adoption e.g., Alam, 2007; Duncombe 

& Heeks, 2005.  

 

Finally, the "Disconnect Between Perceived Impact and 

Actual Measurement" (Finding 3) explains why so many 

MSMEs remain stuck in a low-strategy cycle. The reliance on 

"vanity metrics" cf. Carlen & Lindkuist, 2013 rather than 

measurable ROI means that owners cannot distinguish 

between successful and unsuccessful digital efforts. This lack 

of data-driven feedback, which is critical for iterative 

improvement e.g., Craig & Castleman, 2007, prevents owners 

from making data-driven strategic decisions. Consequently, 

digital marketing is treated as an act of faith rather than a core 

business function. 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

This paper sought to move beyond the established literature 

on MSME challenges by providing a granular, mixed-

methods analysis of digital marketing adoption in Mumbai. 

Our research confirms that while adoption is widespread, it is 

strategically shallow, hampered not primarily by cost, but by 

a critical skills and knowledge gap among owners and staff. 

Furthermore, a prevalent inability to measure performance 

analytically leads to a disconnect between perceived effort 

and actual business impact. 

 

6. Implications for Policy and Practice 
 

The implications of these findings are significant. For 

policymakers, this study strongly suggests a pivot in support 

strategies: from a dominant focus on financial aid to a more 
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robust investment in human capital. Practical interventions 

should include targeted, sector-specific digital training 

workshops for owners, not just staff, and programs that 

subsidize the hiring of skilled digital professionals. 

 

For MSME owners, this research serves as a call for a 

strategic shift: from presence to performance. Instead of 

broad, unmeasured social media activity, owners would 

benefit from focusing on mastering a single, measurable tool 

(e.g., SEO for their website, a CRM for customer loyalty) and 

tracking its direct impact on sales or leads. 

 

7. Limitations and Future Research 
 

This study is geographically focused on Mumbai, and its 

findings may not be generalizable to MSMEs in Tier-2, Tier-

3, or rural markets. Furthermore, while the study included a 

diverse range of sectors, future research could benefit from a 

deep-dive comparison, for example, between service-oriented 

and manufacturing MSMEs. A longitudinal study tracking the 

digital adoption journey of a cohort of new MSMEs would 

also provide invaluable insights into how these challenges 

evolve over the firm's lifecycle. 
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