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Abstract
Ineffective strategies for leveraging resources can lead to early business closures. Small-
to medium-sized enterprise (SME) owners who struggle to acquire sufficient resources
for their operations may experience diminished profits and business instability as a result.
Grounded in resource-based view (RBV) theory, the purpose of this qualitative pragmatic
inquiry research project was to identify and explore effective strategies used by SME
owners to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years. The
participants were 10 SME owners who had implemented strategies for sustainable
business operations. Data were collected through semistructured interviews and a review
of relevant public documents. Using thematic analysis, four themes were identified: (a)
business planning and implementation strategies, (b) financial management and resource
strategies, (c) customer acquisition and retention strategies, and (d) human capital
management strategies. A key recommendation is for SME owners to view their business
holistically and consider all resources as potential sources of strength to be leveraged.
The implications for positive social change include the potential for SME owners to
implement the identified strategies to sustain their enterprises, thereby expanding
meaningful employment opportunities for individuals in the communities in which the
businesses operate. In addition to providing employment and services to residents, SMEs

can have a significant impact on the overall economic health of the community.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Project

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) contribute substantially to the
economic growth of the United States. The United States Small Business Administration
(2023) defined small businesses as independent firms with fewer than 500 employees.
Notably, 33,300,000 U.S. businesses were classified as small enterprises, representing
99.9% of all businesses in the United States, in 2023 (U.S. Chamber of Commerce,
2023). This statistic highlights the relationship between SMEs and their compelling
influence on the U.S. economy. SMEs contribute significantly to economic growth and
community development because of their prevalence, yet they are often overlooked in
favor of larger businesses.

Background of the Problem

SME:s are widely represented, important, and economically influential; however,
SME owners frequently encounter challenges in sustaining and growing their businesses.
The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that approximately 20% of new
businesses fail within the first 2 years, 45% fail within the first 5 years, and 65% fail
within the first 10n years (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). These statistics
highlight the challenges SME owners face in sustaining their business over time. SME
owners should concentrate on resource management, customer acquisition and retention,
and operational efficiency and adaptability to enhance the likelihood of business
sustainability. By focusing on these key areas, SME owners can more effectively handle
the challenges of the business environment and potentially increase their chances of

business sustainability.



Although SMEs are essential in driving economic growth, creating employment
opportunities, and fostering community development (Farida & Setiawan, 2022; Surya et
al., 2021), they are vulnerable to resource constraints, competitive pressures, and market
fluctuations (Dias et al., 2022). SME business operations can also be hindered by
business issues such as a lack of effective planning, inadequate management practices,
poor marketing strategies, inability to understand customer needs, and insufficient market
knowledge (Basit et al., 2024). These challenges emphasize the importance of helping
SME owners maximize their limited resources to build sustainable and resilient
businesses. Despite this need, research on SME sustainability and successful strategies
for leveraging resources remains scarce.

Business Problem Focus and Project Purpose

The specific business problem was that some SME owners lack effective
strategies to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years. This
challenge hinders SME owners from utilizing resources effectively to sustain business
operations and remain competitive in a changing market. Therefore, the purpose of this
qualitative pragmatic inquiry project was to identify and explore effective strategies used
by SME owners to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years.

The specific population group for the project were SME owners who had
implemented successful strategies that sustained their business operations beyond 5
years. [ used purposive sampling to select 10 participants located in the Los Angeles
County region and gain access to them through referrals, recommendations, professional

associations, social networks, and business directories. To collect the data, I utilized



semistructured interviews, any relevant and available public documents, artifacts, and
testimonials. Barney (1986, 1991, 1997) presented and formalized the resource-based
view (RBV) theory, which served as the conceptual framework for this project.
Research Question

The overarching research question was, What effective strategies have some SME

owners used to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years?
Assumptions and Limitations

Assumptions

Saunders et al. (2019) described assumptions as beliefs that have not been
investigated that individuals hold without being aware of it. Assumptions and views can
significantly influence the methodology and techniques employed in business and
management research. There were several assumptions made in this research project.
First, I assumed that the SME owners who participated in the research project were
truthful when providing responses to the interview questions. Second, I assumed that the
participants were aware of effective business strategies and resource strategies for
business sustainability. Third, I assumed that the strategies implemented were effective in
sustaining business operations beyond 5 years.
Limitations

Limitations are weaknesses in a research project that can affect its results and
conclusions (Ross & Bibler, 2019). There are specific limitations of this research project,
including the policies and guidelines of Walden University regarding research project

completion. Another limitation of this research project was my inability to conduct
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interviews in a private setting. Additionally, the ability to use audio recordings during the
interview could also be a limitation to this research project. Furthermore, unforeseen
technical difficulties could have occurred during the interviews, which may not have
been immediately identified during the interview process. Last, participants may have
provided only broad and general information on their business strategies and practices.
Transition

I explored effective strategies that some SME owners use to leverage resources to
sustain business operations beyond 5 years. In Section 1, I provided the background of
the problem, the business focus, and the purpose of the research project. I also identified
the overarching research question, assumptions, and limitations of the research project.
Section 2 includes an examination of relevant academic and professional literature. In
Section 3, I discuss the project ethics, the nature of the project, the data collection and
analysis approach, and the reliability and validity of the research project. The concluding
section, Section 4 includes the presentation of the findings and the implications for future

study, social change, and business practices.



Section 2: The Literature Review
A Review of Professional and Academic Literature
Literature Review Opening Narrative

Literature reviews are essential for academic research as they compile and
summarize existing knowledge in the field of study (Varsha et al., 2024). Therefore, a
significant part of this research project is a survey of scholarly and professional literature
that includes critical analysis and synthesis. I examined the existing literature and
leveraged my understanding of the research landscape to contextualize my research
project. Furthermore, I approached the literature review systematically to ensure a
thorough evaluation of each resource.

A systematic literature review (SLR) is a structured method for conducting
research that ensures clarity and transparency of the summarized literature (Hiebl, 2023).
I examined the conceptual frameworks, theories, and methodologies of the articles. I
identified potential themes and phenomena relating to the research project’s purpose,
which is to identify and explore effective strategies used by SME owners to leverage
resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years. Finally, I examined the
different perspectives presented in the literature, compared the research and findings, and
evaluated the applicability to the proposed research project. I aimed to present an in-
depth and thorough professional and academic literature review applicable to my research
project on identifying and exploring effective strategies used by SME owners to leverage

resources to sustain business operations beyond 5 years.



The RBV theory served as the conceptual framework for my research project. A
conceptual framework is a system of ideas that helps organize and guide research while
showing how different concepts or factors are related to each other (Salawu &
Shamsuddin, 2023). The RBV framework can assist firms in recognizing and leveraging
their resources to secure a competitive edge (Barney, 1991). Furthermore, the constructs
of the RBV framework can help SME owners examine how resources can impact the
sustainability of their business operations.

I conducted my search using keywords and phrases including small business,
small and medium-sized enterprises, business sustainability, business continuity,
sustaining business operations, business survival, business resilience, business resources,
business strategies, business longevity, business closure, business failure, and resource-
based view. I utilized Walden University Library databases including ABI/INFORM
Collection, Business Source Complete, EBSCOhost, Emerald Insight, Regional Business
News, SAGE Data, SAGE Journal, SAGE Premier, Science Direct, and Taylor &
Francis. I began with a broad and unfiltered search to capture the general landscape of the
subject.

Once the literature search was completed, I proceeded with filtering articles
within 5 years of my anticipated doctoral program completion date to ensure I had the
most recent and relevant information. I also sought out seminal work to provide a solid
foundation for the doctoral research project. Last, the status of journals as peer reviewed
was verified using Ulrich’s Periodical Directory. In the literature review, I reference a

total of 91 sources, 77 of which are peer- reviewed journal articles; the remaining 14



sources were not peer reviewed. Among the sources, 82 were published within the last 5
years with the remaining nine published over 5 years ago. Approximately 85% of the
sources utilized were peer-reviewed articles.
Application to the Applied Business Problem

Insufficient knowledge and practical experience have led to difficulties for some
SME owners in leveraging resources for business operations sustainability beyond 5
years. In addition, some SME owners face challenging business circumstances because of
evolving business landscape, increasing competitive pressures, rapidly evolving
technological advancements, and shifting customer preferences (Garrido-Moreno et al.,
2024). A substantial amount of SMEs does not engage in sustainability management tools
and frameworks (Martins et al., 2022) which can hinder their business operation
sustainability goals. Given the wide range of obstacles that SME owners may encounter,
it is necessary to investigate strategic ways to overcome these obstacles. Therefore, the
purpose of this qualitative pragmatic inquiry research project is to identify and explore
effective strategies used by SME owners to leverage resources and sustain business
operations beyond 5 years.
Business Problem Scholarship Evidence in Los Angeles County

Los Angeles County, located in California, which is in the western region of the
United States, has the largest economy of any U.S. county (U.S. Bureau of Economic
Analysis, 2023). Los Angeles County SMEs significantly impact the local and global
economy. According to Los Angeles County Chief Executive Office (2024), Los Angeles

County had more than 1,300,000 SMEs within the region in 2024. SME owners in the



Los Angeles County region encounter challenges and obstacles in sustaining business
operations, despite the substantial contribution to the economy and community. Los
Angeles County business owners face challenges such as high operational costs,
inefficient resource allocation, skill gaps within the workforce, and knowledge gap in the
implementation of digital technology.

The Los Angeles County Economic Development Corporation published a report
that provided an analysis on the current economic conditions in the county. The report
revealed that the number of small businesses in Los Angeles County has fallen by 28.6%,
with at least 15,000 businesses closing (both permanently and temporarily) from March
to August 2020 (Los Angeles County Economic Development Corporation, 2021). SMEs
that are unable to sustain business operations can lead to business closure. Reports also
revealed that Los Angeles had the highest number of business closures in the United
States since the pandemic (Poukish & Cohen, 2021), when comparing business closures
in Los Angeles County to other counties throughout the country. Los Angeles County
was the most populous county in the United States in 2024 (World Population Review,
2024). As such, the closure of SMEs in the county can negatively affect the community
and the nation. These statistics highlight the importance of investigating how some SME
owners leverage resources to sustain business operations beyond 5 years.

SMEs significantly impact the health, the economy, and the social well-being of
the community members (Erdiaw-Kwasie et al., 2023) and business closures can have
lasting effects. For instance, SME closures can negatively impact the community and

limit the number of goods and services that community members can access.



Additionally, the closure of SMEs in Los Angeles can have long-term consequences for
the economy and the community. Decreased economic activity and higher unemployment
rate can lead to lower business tax revenues and reduced property and rent tax payments
(Permanasari et al., 2021). SME closure in Los Angeles can increase unemployment,
leaving families without income limiting their spending ability. As fewer businesses pay
taxes, local governments face budget shortfalls, resulting in reduced funding for essential
services including education, infrastructure, and public safety.

SME owners are significant employers in Los Angeles County. In April 2022,
40.3% of SME owners in the region were seeking to recruit new employees (U.S. Small
Business Administration, 2023), signaling their ambition for growth despite business
environmental challenges. SMEs also account for 44% of economic activity
nationwide and employ nearly half of the private-sector workforce (U.S. Small Business
Administration, 2023). The data and reports of SME employment activities highlight how
SME sustainability is crucial to the local and national economy and workforce.
Conceptual Framework

The RBV of the firm has become one of the most influential theoretical
frameworks in strategic management (Davis & DeWitt, 2021). The RBV is a conceptual
framework which offers a robust theoretical perspective for examining business
sustainability. The RBV conceptual framework also provides critical insights into how
firms can strategically leverage their resources to boost business sustainability and long-
term performance. The RBV emphasizes that firms can obtain competitive advantage by

focusing on internal strengths and strategic resource allocation. As such, the RBV
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conceptual framework was chosen for this qualitative pragmatic inquiry research because
it can help investigate how SMEs can leverage tangible, intangible, and human resources
for business operations sustainability beyond 5 years.

Progression of the Resource-Based View. Penrose (1959) suggested that a firm's
growth is primarily determined by its internal resources. The work by Penrose is the
seminal and theoretical foundation of the RBV theory. Wernerfelt (1984) formalized the
concept and urged scholars to consider a firm's competitive edge as the sum of its
resources and how it manages them. Wernerfelt’s approach established the foundation for
future development of the RBV theory. Barney (1991) extended the RBV theory by
emphasizing that valuable, rare, inimitable, and nonsubstitutable (VRIN) resources can
create a competitive advantage. Barney further indicated that effectively identifying and
utilizing a firm’s VRIN may lead to the SME owners achieving their desired outcome.
The combined contributions of Penrose (1959), Wernerfelt (1984), and Barney (1991)
established the theoretical foundation for the RBV, which is the conceptual framework
for this research project.

Formalization of the Resource-Based View. The RBV theory emphasizes three
main ideas: (a) firms possess different valuable resources, (b) leaders must use their
firm’s resources effectively, and (c) firms achieve a lasting competitive advantage from
resources that are VRIN (Barney, 1991). Barney (1991) highlighted that firms need
specific capabilities to use their resources effectively. Capabilities are the firm’s abilities,

practices, and procedures to utilize its resources. Last, Barney suggested that firms with
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VRIN can acquire and maintain a competitive edge if their competitors cannot duplicate
or replace their resources.

Constructs of the Resource-Based View. The foundational element of the RBV
theory is the firm’s resources which can be categorized into three types: tangible,
intangible, and human resources. Firms utilize resources, which can be tangible or
intangible, as assets, capabilities, processes, knowledge, and other elements to implement
strategies (Davis & DeWitt, 2021; Jancenelle, 2021). Moreover, the RBV posits that
firms can achieve a sustainable competitive advantage by having resources and
capabilities that fulfill the VRIN criteria (Barney, 1991). Therefore, firms must engage in
ongoing innovation and resource development to strengthen their competitive advantage
(Farida & Setiawan, 2022).

Limitations of the Resource-Based View. The RBV theory has some limitations.
Researchers argued that the RBV theory focuses on internal resources but overlooks key
external factors that influence firm performance, such as the business environment and
the broader social context in which the firms operate (D’Oria et al., 2021; Kero &
Bogale, 2023; Saarinen et al., 2024). Additionally, some intangible resources, like the
firm’s culture and reputation, may be challenging to measure. Kero and Bogle (2023)
criticized the static approach of the RBV framework, which fails to incorporate the
development of skills in evolving business environments. D’Oria et al., (2021) indicated
that researchers often expand on the RBV theory to examine the impact of intangible
resources. Lastly, the RBV theory does not consider how firms may run into issues when

dealing with shifts in dynamic capabilities and industries.
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Application of the Resource-Based View to the Research Project. The RBV

theory was applied to the qualitative pragmatic inquiry research project to examine how
firms can leverage their resources for business sustainability. First, the RBV theory
highlights the importance of identifying and utilizing internal resources to enhance the
firm’s competitive advantage (Davis & DeWitt, 2021). Second, it can also provide SME
owners with insights into addressing challenges including resource constraints and
developing dynamic capabilities (Kero & Bogle, 2023). Third, applying the RBV theory
can also help SME owners understand how to utilize and leverage resources to sustain
business operations beyond the challenging initial years of business. Finally, it can assist
SME owners to strategically distribute resources to improve the firm’s competitive
advantage.
Potential Themes and Phenomena

Research indicates that SME owners can overcome business sustainability
challenges by efficiently managing and utilizing their resources (Aghabegloo et al., 2024;
Hasyim & Bakri, 2023). The review of existing literature provides a foundation for
exploring how SMEs use the RBV framework to adapt, build resilience, and gain a
competitive advantage. The RBV framework emphasizes that organizations must possess
VRIN resources to gain a competitive edge, especially in an unpredictable business
environment (Nik Mat et al., 2022). The current existing literature can provide practical
strategies for leveraging key resources, such as human capital, organizational knowledge,

technological assets, and intangible resources like relationships (Kero & Bogale, 2023).



13

Moreover, the existing literature can identify resource management issues in SMEs and
provide actionable steps for overcoming the challenges.
Sustaining Business Operations

Sustaining business operations is the practice of running a business in a way that
creates long-term value while adopting to challenges and changes in the business
environment. Research studies on entrepreneurial activities and business sustainability
revealed that multiple factors contribute to the high rate of business failures (Safari &
Das, 2023). Numerous factors have been extensively examined in scholarly and
professional literature (Basit et al., 2024; Gianiodis et al., 2022) because it can positively
or negatively impact business performance. Therefore, the factors that impact business
operations sustainability must be further explored to better approach business challenges
and improve business practices.

SMEs cannot sustain business operations with insufficient resources and
ineffective management practices. Limited financial resources and insufficient financial
management can hinder SME performance and impact business sustainability (Adomako
& Ahsan, 2022; Navarathne, 2023). Moreover, limited access to essential information
and a lack of sound managerial advice and knowledge can negatively impact SME
business sustainability (Mohamed Senin et al., 2024). Many SMEs owners lack adequate
planning and implementation skills, making it difficult to navigate market changes and
unexpected challenges. The lack of management training and knowledge in

organizational practices can have a negative impact on the firm’s performance.
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Factors Impacting Business Operations Sustainability

SME business sustainability has become a key research focus, offering SME
owners valuable insight on maintaining long-term success (Erdiaw-Kwasie et al., 2023).
General research was conducted to gather information on the factors that influence SME
business sustainability. The research revealed that the sustainability of SMEs can be
impacted by both external and internal factors. Understanding the factors that influence
business sustainability allows SME owners to establish strategies that enhance resource
utilization to maintain business operations beyond 5 years.

Internal Factors. Internal factors are often linked to fundamental business
elements such as business models, management practices, and business resource
accessibility. Basit et al. (2024) indicated that there are several important internal factors
that impact SME sustainability including (1) employee training and development, (2)
environmental awareness, (3) a visionary approach from top management, (4) a culture
based on data utilization, (5) highly skilled employees, (6) effective quality control in
data gathering, (7) enhanced efficiency in organizational processes, (8) optimization of
financial and marketing outcomes, (9) improved comprehension of business challenges,
and (10) digital innovation. As a result, SME owners must explore how these internal
factors and resources can be leveraged for business operations sustainability.

For instance, employee training and development can enhance business resilience,
innovation, and long-term sustainability. SMEs that incorporate environmental awareness
into their business operations can enhance their reputation. Leadership provides a

visionary approach and promotes adaptability and resilience. Through effective hiring
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and retention strategies, SMEs can enhance innovation and sustain their competitive
position. Effective data quality control enables businesses to make strategic decisions,
while data-driven insights can help SMEs refine their business decision approaches.
Enhanced efficiency in organizational processes can lower costs, enable business to be
agile, and streamline processes. Optimization of financial and marketing outcomes can
allocate resources effectively, maximize profitability, and ensure sustainable growth.
Improved comprehension of business challenges can anticipate challenges and
proactively solve problems. Finally, digital innovation can enhance efficiency, optimize
performance, and improve customer experience.

External Factors. External factors include natural disasters (e.g., wildfires and
pandemics), economic challenges (e.g., recessions and crises), technological changes and
threats (e.g., innovation and cyberattacks). If SME owners ignore these external issues,
they may have a substantial impact on the sustainability of their business operations.
Additionally, Basit et al. (2024) identified several external factors that impact SME
sustainability including (1) support from the government, (2) circular
entrepreneurship, (3) government incentives like tax reductions, (4) shifts in consumer
preferences towards ethical and environmentally friendly products, (5) vendor assistance,
and (6) institutional pressure. When developing business strategies that affect the
sustainability of business operations, SME owners must consider the factors shared by
Basit et al. because they shape the external environment in which SMEs operate.

Support from the government includes infrastructure development, financial aid,

and policy support. Government support can help SMEs overcome economic challenges
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and adhere to laws and regulations. Additionally, government incentives can help SMEs
reduce financial burdens, invest in technological advancements, and promote
sustainability initiatives. Circular entrepreneurship can help SMEs reduce environmental
impact and align business strategies with emerging environmental trends and innovation.
Consumer preferences and behavior can drive SME business strategies and approaches.
SME:s that align their strategies and objectives with consumer preferences and behavior
can secure a competitive advantage. Vendor assistance can help SMEs access necessary
resources, manage costs, and provide outsourcing opportunities. Institutional standards
can foster stakeholder trust, increase business credibility, and promote long-term business
sustainability.

Dealing with Uncertainties. SME owners can encounter various uncertainties
from natural disasters, regulatory and government changes, market competition, and
pandemics. Sharfaei et al. (2023) examined how uncertainties affect SMEs and found that
SME owners must understand the effects of uncertainties to succeed. Nik Mat et al.
(2022) further suggested that SME owners can leverage RBV framework to help address
business uncertainties by adjusting operations, costs, time, and scope, as poor
management may also hinder business growth. SME owners must effectively manage
uncertainties particularly during turbulent market environment, unexpected natural
disasters, and economic crises. Finally, SME owners must focus on resources that meet
the VRIN criteria to achieve competitive advantage, especially in uncertain business

conditions.
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Overcoming COVID-19. Research revealed that the COVID-19 pandemic has

brought significant changes and challenges to SMEs worldwide (Akpan et al., 2024;
Erdiaw-Kwasie et al., 2023). SME owners faced challenges like business disruptions,
supply chain issues, lack of funds to cover expenses, the threat of bankruptcy, and a
shortage of government support (Hossain et al., 2022; Massa et al., 2023). COVID-19
lockdowns and movement restrictions drastically reduced SME revenue. SME owners
may downsize or take other critical actions to ensure survival when their business
sustainability is threatened (Lefebvre, 2024). As COVID-19 uncertainties intensified,
SMEs reduced work hours, dismissed employees, or closed temporarily. Lastly, the
COVID-19 pandemic altered the economic and social landscape, forcing SMEs owners to
move beyond traditional profit-focused practices (Katare et al., 2021) and consider all
available alternatives, making the RBV framework essential for business operations
sustainability. SME owners must anticipate and overcome unexpected challenges to
sustain business operations.
Resources Impacting Business Operations Sustainability

Resources are the assets, materials, and capabilities that firms utilize to operate
and sustain business activities. Resources are the most important assets needed for
businesses to operate (Beninger & Francis, 2022), and SMEs owners can benefit from
having a variety of resources accessible to them. Business operations can be impacted by
numerous resource types, including financial, human capital, technology, innovation, and
leadership resources. Resources facilitate growth and innovation, foster financial

stability, enhance competitive advantage, increase resilience and adaptation, and support
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operational functionality. Therefore, understanding how resources impact business
operations is essential.

Leadership Capabilities & Resources. SME sustainability is significantly
influenced by leadership capabilities and resources. Leadership capabilities and resources
drive innovation, promote adaptability, and fosters a culture that encourages resource
optimization, flexibility, and creativity (M. T. Khan & Ullah, 2025; Kotsios, 2023). SME
owners with strong leadership capabilities in strategic management and adaptability are
better equipped to navigate the complexities of business operations sustainability. SME
owners can anticipate challenges and adapt their business practices to overcome the
challenges. Effective use of leadership resources and competencies can have a substantial
impact on SME business operations sustainability.

Leadership success depends on the ethical standards and management style a
leader applies in different situations. Deng et al., (2022) found that transformational
leadership approach can motivate and encourage followers to exceed their expectation
leveraging internal behavior to sustain business operations. Meanwhile, Siregar et al.,
(2023) argued that agile leadership can help SMEs owners adapt to the changes in the
internal and external environments to enhance business sustainability. Finally, Boeske
(2023) found that a leader’s moral and ethical behaviors are important in sustainability
outcome. Regardless of the type of leadership style applied, it is evident that leadership
style and ethical values influence business sustainability.

Lastly, effective leadership and strategic utilization of resources are essential to

sustain business operations and improve operational performance (Diossy et al., 2025).
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Effective leadership can guide SMEs through challenges and opportunities. Effective

leadership requires SME owners to have a clear vision, have strong decision-making
skills, and adaptability. SME owners can maximize efficiency and effectiveness through
strategic utilization of their leadership resources.

Human Capital Resources. Human capital resources refer to the firm’s
individual or unit level capacities based on knowledge, skills, abilities, and other
characteristics (KSAOs) that drive economic productivity and performance (Ray et al.,
2022). The intangible assets of human capital are significant in influencing employee
morale, business performance, and overall business operations sustainability. Al frijat and
Elamer (2024) found that human capital positively influences both corporate
sustainability and overall business success. For SMEs, human capital resources are vital
for business operation sustainability since one individual can fulfill multiple roles and
responsibilities. Finally, human capital resources are crucial for the sustainability of
business operations because SME employees frequently take on a variety of
responsibilities that require a broad range of abilities.

Building human capital is essential for growth and renewing strategies (Kelvin-
lloafu et al., 2023) to ensure business performance success and business operations
sustainability. SME owners can leverage the RBV framework and focus on developing
human capital resources to meet the VRIN criteria (Gerhart & Feng, 2021) to establish
and maintain their business operations beyond 5 years. Investing in training and
development can enhance workforce capabilities. Additionally, a well-trained staff can

offer innovative ideas and fresh perspectives that may encourage improved strategies that
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better address the challenges and trends of the current business environment. Therefore,
sustainability of business operations can be directly impacted by information and human
capital readiness (Tjahjadi et al., 2024). Human capital is not just a resource but a
strategic asset that drives growth, innovation, and business operations sustainability.

Technological Resources and Digital Transformation. Technology and digital
transformation are revolutionizing business strategies and driving innovation practices
globally (Garrido-Moreno et al., 2024) which can influence SME business operations
sustainability. SME owners can cut down operational inefficiencies, enhance customer
engagement, and promote innovation by effectively using technology and digital
transformation (Farida & Setiawan, 2022), which can lead to sustained business
operations and a strengthened competitive advantage. For instance, technology resources
such as emails, websites, and social media can be utilized to increase customer
engagement. Additionally, SME owners can adopt innovation and digital transformation
by utilizing online platforms and remote work technologies (Harel, 2021) to enhance
business sustainability. Furthermore, information technology and computer operating
systems can promote innovation and cut down operational inefficiencies. These examples
highlight the influence of technology and digital transformation on the overall business
landscape which can affect how SMEs continue to operate.

Kannan and Gambetta (2025) noted that the technological advancement in SMEs
is driven by six key factors: (1) social capital, (2) connections with multinational and
transnational companies, (3) innovation, (4) networking and exchange, (5) information

technology, and (6) the adoption of productivity-enhancing technologies. Social capital
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helps SMEs build a network for knowledge sharing and collaboration. While partnership

and collaboration with multinational and transnational firms provides exposure to best
practices and international market. Innovation drives the adoption of new technologies
and promotes competitiveness. Network and exchange allow SMEs to stay informed of
new technological trends and opportunities. Finally, the adoption of information
technology and productivity enhancing technology can streamline processes, reduce
costs, and enhance decision-making capabilities in SMEs. These six factors are important
in enhancing efficiency and improving business performance that can impact business
sustainability. SME owners must adjust their approaches to utilizing technology and
digital transformation to influence business sustainability and growth as technology
continues to evolve.

Innovation Resources. Innovation and the ability to innovate becomes a crucial
skill for SME owners as technology advances and market competition increases.
Innovation is the firm’s ability to create new or improved products, services, processes,
or business models. Innovative resources can assist SMEs create collaborative networks,
enhance innovation, and thrive in challenging markets (Garrido-Moreno et al., 2024). In
some cases, innovative resources can help SMEs drive success by exchanging ideas,
accessing new markets, and leveraging external expertise for innovative efforts. SMEs
owners that prioritize innovation can gain a competitive advantage by addressing
consumer preferences and providing socially responsible products and services.
Furthermore, SMEs must continuously evolve and innovate to remain competitive in the

quickly changing business landscape.



22

SME owners can grow and sustain business operations by adopting innovative
strategies to improve business operations and foster an agile business culture. SME
owners must adopt innovative systems to improve operations, gain a competitive edge,
and increase flexibility (Sun & Abdullahi Usman, 2025). Optimizing processes can lead
to significant cost savings while maintaining profitability, which can help increase
business sustainability. SME owners can promote innovative strategies and cultivate a
flexible business culture to better adjust to a rapidly changing business environment.

However, successful innovation goes beyond improved business operations and
an agile business culture. Research highlights the importance of management, research,
and development (R&D), and marketing in driving innovation success for SMEs.
Focusing on management, R&D, and marketing can enhance overall innovation outcomes
(Lukovszki et al., 2021), while management and marketing innovation can boost product
innovation performance (Ozen & Ozturk-Kose, 2024). Strategic efforts between
management and marketing can enhance innovation success, while R&D improves
innovation initiatives to maintain a competitive advantage. SME owners that prioritize
innovation impacting management strategies, R&D, and marketing are better equipped to
navigate through the rapidly changing business landscape.

Financial Resources. A firm’s financial resources include cash, credit, and/or
investments, which are all crucial for the sustainability of business operations. The
availability of financial resources can significantly impact the financial performance and
overall business sustainability of SMEs (Adomako & Ahsan, 2022; R. Khan et al., 2021).

Financial resources can help SME owners fund the initial startup costs, pay for
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operations, and invest in the business infrastructure. Additionally, SME owners can
invest in adopting innovative technologies, improve their products and services, and
enhance operational efficiency with adequate funding. Finally, SME owners can navigate
through uncertainties and mitigate risks with access to financial resources.

There is a positive correlation between financial resources and sustainability
performance (Khattak et al., 2023). As such, SME owners must focus on obtaining
financial resources and honing their financial resource management skills. Financial
resource management encompasses managerial decisions about allocating and utilizing
financial resources to effectively support and sustain business activities (Falavigna &
Ippoliti, 2023). Furthermore, financial resource management can directly influence
business operations, potential for growth, and competitiveness in the market (Nkwinika
& S.A, 2023), making it a critical factor for SME to attain business sustainability. The
sustainability of business operations is impacted by efficient financial resource
management, which makes mastering this managerial skill essential. SME owners must
continue to acquire financial resources and hone their financial resource management
skills to sustain business operations beyond 5 years.

Resource Management for Business Operations Sustainability.

Resource management is an integral part of business sustainability, especially for
SMEs. Effective resource management practices can positively and significantly
influence business performance and sustainability (Wang et al., 2022). Resource
management ensures a responsible and efficient utilization of all firm resources, whether

they are tangible or intangible. SME owners can optimize business productivity by
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allocating resources effectively with the aid of proper resource management. Moreover,
SMEs can enhance their business operations sustainability by integrating resource
management into their business strategies.

SMEs owners must internally analyze the resources they control, as these are key
to gaining a competitive advantage in the business environment (Hu & Kee, 2022). SMEs
owners must focus on resources tied to strategic alignment, employee qualification, and
process efficiency (Estensoro et al., 2022). Research shows that SMEs must use the
VRIN concept from the RBV framework effectively in their resource management
approach to create a sustainable competitive advantage. The RBV framework helps
entrepreneurs to think creatively when managing their limited resources (Sharfaei et al.,
2023).

Knowledge Management. Knowledge is considered a collection of experiences
and ideas that an individual possesses, which they utilize to address urgent issues in the
workplace or any location (Zayed et al., 2022). Meanwhile, knowledge management
involves the processes of obtaining knowledge from various sources, storing it in
databases for future reference, and sharing it with colleagues to improve the performance
of all stakeholders within the organization (Zayed et al., 2022). Effective knowledge
management is the process of acquiring, storing, sharing, and utilizing the knowledge of
the firm. Knowledge management further includes both the acquisition of knowledge
from various sources and the proactive organizational efforts to uncover valuable hidden

knowledge among employees that can assist in addressing potential workplace challenges
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(Martinez-Martinez et al., 2022). Therefore, a firm’s knowledge management approach
can directly impact employee and business performance.

SME owners must utilize knowledge and knowledge management to make
informed decisions, adapt to challenges, and optimize resources for business operations
sustainability. Knowledge and knowledge management can enhance the ability to sustain
business operations and reduce the risk of losses (Navarathne, 2023). Recent strategic
research has shown that intangible resources and knowledge provide greater advantages
to firms because they foster proactive mindsets (Yahaya & Nadarajah, 2023). Moreover,
proactive mindsets enable firms to analyze competitors' strategies and establish
sustainable competitive advantages, making knowledge management a crucial resource
for decision-making and business sustainability (Kraus et al., 2022). By managing
knowledge effectively, SME owners can foster a culture of continuous learning and
development which can impact business operations sustainability.

Change Management. Change management are the models and strategies
designed to help staff in accepting new developments within the organization (Phillips &
Klein, 2022) which can influence business operations sustainability. For some SME
owners, change management can be a difficult undertaking, but it is essential to the long-
term sustainability of their business operations. Moreover, some SME owners frequently
find themselves wearing multiple hats, taking on change management responsibilities
either alone or with a small team. This can make it challenging to access the necessary

resources that are crucial for successful change implementation.
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Limited resources force SME owners to be efficient in their business operations
and creative in their change management approaches (Nastase et al., 2023). With fewer
resources, SME owners must focus on high-impact activities to sustain business
operations. Limited resources also encourage SME owners to find unconventional
solutions to business problems and challenges. More so, SMEs with limited resources
must also adopt flexible and adaptive approaches to change management so they can
quickly pivot when the business landscape changes. Lastly, SMEs with limited resources
must also embrace flexible and adaptive approaches to change management to swiftly
adjust when the business environment shifts. Change is inevitable and change
management is essential for business operations sustainability in an ever-evolving
business climate.

Transition

In this section I reviewed both professional and academic literature and explored
its relevance to the business problem. Section 3 covers topics such as project ethics, the
nature of the project, data collection and analysis methods, and the reliability and validity
of the findings. Finally, in Section 4, I presented the findings and the implications for

business practice, social change, and further research.
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Section 3: Research Project Methodology

Project Ethics

Researchers must consider various ethical responsibilities, including data and
resource management, human rights, participant treatment, social responsibility, honesty,
and integrity (Miteu, 2024). Conducting research requires handling these aspects with
credibility and respect. Additionally, interviews present unique challenges, as formal
elements like consent forms and recording devices create structured constraints that can
affect the flow of natural conversation (Collins & Stockton, 2022). As the researcher, I
chose qualified participants and conducted semistructured interviews to collect relevant
data to answer the research question for the research project. I also selected and utilized
appropriate methods and strategies to build the required rapport with participants and
gather data to aid in my project's analysis.

I have no relationship to the research topic and neither have I done any
prior research on the business topic. Ethics in research and its application are essential for
excluding any possible wrongdoing with the research method or the way findings are
communicated to the public (Correia, 2023). The principles of research ethics outlined in
the Belmont Report are respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (National
Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral
Research, 1979). I complied with the ethical standards set forth in the Belmont Report
guidelines and protect the well-being of the participants, respect their autonomy, and
ensure their justice is upheld. Additionally, I adhered to the standards and procedures of

the Walden University Institutional Review Board and gained its approval before
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collecting data (approval no. 06-02-25-0166560). The primary objectives of an

institutional review board are to protect research participants' rights and welfare, ensure
that the researcher has skillfully applied ethical standards to the study, and provide a
thorough explanation of all research procedures from start to finish (Serpico, 2023). I
started by providing each participant with the consent form. The consent form was sent to
each participant via email. Informed consent is gained when a person receives
information about participating in a study, comprehends it, and can make an independent
decision regarding their involvement (Eeckhout et al., 2022). Therefore, I reviewed the
consent form with each participant to make certain they understand the interview
procedure, the voluntary nature of their involvement, their right to withdraw from the
study, and the confidentiality protections that are in place. Prior to participating in the
research, each participant had to reply to the email with "I consent," indicating that they
have acknowledged and are willing to participate in the study. The semistructured
interview process can begin once I have their permission.

Participation in the study is entirely voluntary, and participants can inform me of
their intent to withdraw in person, by phone, text, or email. There are no consequences
for withdrawing from the research study, and there are no incentives for participation. All
participants was given pseudonyms to protect their identity and privacy. Finally, I
secured the data for 5 years, guaranteeing that participant anonymity and confidentiality

1s maintained.
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Nature of the Project

I addressed my research question using the qualitative method. Qualitative
methods are essential for comprehending complicated phenomena and gaining profound
insights (Lim, 2024). The qualitative method is appropriate for my research project
because it emphasizes the depth and breadth of the study to comprehend the "why" and
"how" of actions or choices. My research design was a pragmatic inquiry which
emphasizes how people make business related decisions to solve challenges in the actual
world. A pragmatic inquiry strategically combines existing qualitative methods, guided
by a framework, to meet the study needs and support research and practical change goals
(Ramanadhan et al., 2021). [ used a pragmatic inquiry design to carry out my qualitative
research project to identify and explore effective strategies that some SME owners used
to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years. I selected this
methodology because it enabled me to focus on developing practical solutions and
insights that SME owners can apply to sustain business operations beyond 5 years.

Population, Sampling, and Participants

I aimed to identify and explore effective strategies used by SME owners to
leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years. The participant
eligibility criteria are: (1) SME business owners who lead a small business with less than
500 employees, (2) operate in the Los Angeles County, California region of the United
States, and (3) have used effective strategies to leverage resources and sustain business

operations beyond 5 years.
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The target population of a research study have common characteristics that align
with the interest of the study being examined (Capili, 2021). I recruited participants
through my personal, professional, and social media connections. I also requested
referrals from personal and professional contacts. I developed a working relationship with
participants throughout the research process. I initially reached out to them via email,
phone call, and text to determine their preferred method of communication. Finally, I
continued to be transparent about the purpose of the study and acknowledge their
significant contribution to the field of study.

[ used purposive sampling to select at least 10 SME owners to participate in this
project. Purposeful sampling is a fundamental component of business and management
research because it allows researchers to gather data that closely matches criteria, setting,
and study objectives (Memon et al., 2025). I proceeded with the dynamic process of
gathering, coding, and comparing data until data saturation is reached (Lim, 2024) which
is when no more discoveries can be made. I expected to attain data saturation between
seven to eight interviews but confirmed data saturation by conducting one more interview
when I have no new information.

Data Collection Activities

As a researcher, I am the main instrument to collect data for the research project.
Data collection instruments, methodologies, and procedures are critical and should be
incorporated in the design of qualitative research (Olmsted, 2024). I conducted
semistructured interviews to obtain primary data from participants. I chose the

semistructured interviewing approach because it enabled me to gather information in key
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areas of my research topic while allowing the participants to share their individual
perspectives. I supplemented my primary data with relevant secondary data from publicly
accessible sources and artifacts.

I prepared an interview protocol that included the interview questions (see
Appendix). [ used to guide and ensure consistency and uniformity in the interview
process. I began the interview with the project participants by introducing myself and
summarizing the purpose of the interview. After that, I conducted the interview,
considered nonverbal clues, paraphrased the participant's responses, and probed further
with follow-up questions should that become necessary for completeness and clarity. I
concluded the interview by expressing my appreciation to the participant and setting up a
follow-up interview to conduct member checking. Adhering to the interview protocol
improved the validity and reliability of the results, identify personal biases, and ensure
accurate data clarification (Olmsted, 2024). Furthermore, to ensure accuracy, I also audio
recorded every interview, reviewed the transcripts, and conducted follow-up member
checking sessions with the participants and confirmed that my interpretations of their
responses were accurate.

Interview Questions
1. What effective strategies did you utilize to leverage resources to sustain your business
operations beyond 5 years?
2. What challenges did you encounter when utilizing resources?
3. What approaches did you take to overcome the challenges?

4. How did you measure the effectiveness of the strategies you employed?
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5. What additional information regarding the strategies you used to sustain your
business operations beyond 5 years would you like to share that we have not already
discussed?

Data Organization and Analysis Techniques

Creating and communicating a precise, comprehensive data analysis procedure is
essential to conducting a rigorous and reliable qualitative study (Bingham, 2023). I
implemented a methodical, systematic, and thorough analysis procedure. I used research
logs, reflective systems, and catalog systems to keep track of the data I collect. All audio
recordings, public papers, and interview transcripts was arranged in a repository using the
proper participant pseudonyms. Additionally, I leveraged thematic analysis for the data
analysis process.

Thematic analysis is a technique for analyzing qualitative data which entails
finding and presenting patterns in a data set, which are then interpreted for meaning and
understanding (Naeem et al., 2023). I leveraged Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive
thematic analysis framework to guide the data analysis process of my research project.
Reflexive thematic analysis is a theoretically adaptable and easily accessible
interpretative method for analyzing qualitative data that makes it easier to find and
examine patterns or themes in each data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The reflexive
framework places a strong emphasis on the researcher’s active participation in topic
identification, analysis, and interpretation.

I used Microsoft Office products, such as Word and Excel to organize and analyze

the data. I transcribed the interview audio recordings and used Microsoft Word to check



33

the accuracy of the transcription. I also utilized Microsoft Excel to aid me in the
generation of codes for classifying the data, finding reoccurring themes, combining
themes to reduce redundancy, and organizing the data according to important themes,
analyzing the findings, and presenting them in a thorough report. I focused on the key
themes, correlated the key themes with the literature, and the conceptual framework. I
ensured confidentiality and securely stored the raw data for 5 years after I finished
working with it; the data included the analysis of the data, password-protected audio files,
and text files.
Reliability and Validity

Reliability

The reliability in qualitative research is the consistency, dependability, and
trustworthiness of the research study. Reliability in qualitative research refers to the
consistency and dependability of the research findings across different contexts (Olmsted,
2024). I adhered to the interview protocol standards in Appendix to ensure consistency in
the data gathering process. To improve dependability, I performed member checking with
each participant of the study and confirmed accuracy of my interpretation of their
responses. To ensure the trustworthiness of the research, I promoted transparency,
reproducibility, and minimized bias, which can also impact the validity of the research.
Validity

Validity is the extent to which the results accurately represent the phenomenon of
the study. Validity is a crucial factor when applying consistency and reproducibility

across time and context (Olmsted, 2024). I ensured the study reflects the intended
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research topic and that the findings are credible, meaningful, and trustworthy.
Furthermore, I ensured the validity of my research by prioritizing credibility,
transferability, confirmability, and data saturation.

First, I ensured credibility through transcript review and conducting member
checking of the data interpretation. By summarizing and asking participants for additional
explanation on their responses, researchers can use member checking in interviews to
give participants a chance to verify or clarify how they understood their comments
(Coleman, 2022). Second, I ensured transferability through detailed contextual
descriptions and documented data collection activities. Transferability assesses how well
results developed in one context translate to other contexts (Stalmeijer et al., 2024).
Third, I ensured confirmability by clarifying the participants’ perspectives and ensure that
the findings are not influenced by my biases. Lastly, I continued to conduct interviews
until no new information emerges to guarantee data saturation. Once I reached data
saturation, I interviewed one more candidate to ensure that is the case.

Transition and Summary

In Section 3, I provided information about the project ethics, nature of the project,
population, sampling, and participants, data collection activities, interview questions, data
organization and analysis techniques, and the reliability and validity. In Section 4, I
provided a summary of the findings and results. Additionally, I outlined the practical
business application and implications for social change. Finally, I offered

recommendations for further research and overall conclusion of the study.
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Section 4: Findings and Conclusions
Presentation of the Findings

The purpose of this project was to identify and explore effective strategies used
by SME owners to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years.
The overarching research question is what effective strategies have some SME owners
used to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years? Ten SME
owners took part in the research project. The four main themes that emerged were (a)
business planning and implementation strategies, (b) financial management and resource
strategies, (c) customer acquisition and retentions strategies, and (d) human capital
management strategies. Table 1 provides an overview of the themes that emerged from
the data analysis. Most themes contain subthemes, which is discussed under each main
theme.
Table 1

Percentage of Respondents Aligned With Each Theme

Theme % of participants who

contributed to the data
Business planning and implementation strategies 100
Financial management and resource strategies 100
Customer acquisition and retention strategies 100
Human capital management strategies 70

Theme 1: Business Planning and Implementation Strategies
Business planning is conducted by collecting and reviewing information,
identifying risks, forecasting financial outcomes, and documenting a clear plan for

implementation (Nakajima & Sekiguchi, 2025). Business planning and implementation
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strategies emerged as a theme that participants identified as key strategies in starting and
sustaining business operations beyond 5 years. All of the SME owners I interviewed
emphasized the importance of establishing and executing effective business planning and
implementation strategies. The consensus highlights a shared recognition that business
planning and implementation as a critical strategy for business sustainability. Effective
business planning and implementation can positively affect a firm’s competitive
advantage and help sustain business operations beyond 5 years.

Business planning and implementation strategies align with the RBV theory by
focusing on how to strategically leverage SME owner’s resources for business
sustainability. RBV theory focuses on how resources can be utilized to secure a firm’s
competitive advantage (Davis & DeWitt, 2021). Additionally, firms must develop their
resources and capabilities to effectively implement their strategies (Ristyawan et al.,
2023). Strategic business planning and implementation is identifying, aligning, and
leveraging the right resources to achieve business goals efficiently and effectively.

Business planning and implementation involve utilizing industry research and
trends to make business decisions to increase business sustainability. The effects of
business planning and implementation can be divided into three categories: (1) increased
sustainability and profitability, (2) improved decision-making, and (3) business agility
(Nakajima & Sekiguchi, 2025). P8 stated, “I believe in starting a business, a small
business at that, is to research your market, develop a business plan based on what your
profit needs to be.” Additionally, SME owners can utilize industry research and analysis

for future business planning and implementation. P10 emphasized, “to help my business
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grow, I reevaluate, I do a return on investment (ROI) analysis, I see where the most of my
new business is coming from and how it's effectively helping my business grow.” Finally,
P3 highlighted, “one of the most effective strategies that a small business owner or
midsize business owner can use is having a business plan and following it.” Business
planning and implementation, supported by business analysis, can guide business
decisions and support agile business approaches.

The subthemes under business planning and implementation strategies are: (a)
technology and digital tools adaptation, (b) strategy execution, (c) organizational design
and infrastructure, and (d) business scalability and risk management. The percentage of
participants who reported using each subtheme is shown in Table 2.

Table 2
Percentage of Respondents Aligned With Each Business Planning and Implementation

Strategies Subtheme

Subtheme % of participants who

contributed to the data
Technology and digital tools adaptation 90
Strategy execution 80
Organizational design and infrastructure 70
Business scalability and risk management 60

Subtheme: Technology and Digital Tools Adaptation.

Digital technology has emerged as a key factor for enhancing operational
effectiveness, broadening market reach, and establishing competitive distinctiveness
(Upe, 2023). Ninety percent of the participants identified leveraging technology and

digital tools as resources to sustain business operations beyond 5 years. In alignment with
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the literature review, SME owners can improve business sustainability by leveraging
digital tools using online platforms and remote work technologies (Harel, 2021).
Technology and digital tools adaptation directly align with the RBV theory by serving as
strategic resources for SME owners. P4 expressed that technology and digital tools
including Zoom, tablets, and online engagement were utilized to overcome challenges,
especially during the COVID-19 Pandemic. COVID-19 changed the social and economic
environment, requiring SME owners to identify alternative strategies (Katare et al., 2021)
and leverage resources to overcome uncertainties and challenges. P3 articulated, “be very
organized and implement some type of software tool that helps you to easily keep track”
of business operations. Additionally, P4 shared that using technology and digital tools
helps sustain business operations. SME owners can utilize technology and digital tools to
overcome challenges and sustain business operations beyond 5 years.

Fifty percent of participants acknowledged the importance of leveraging
technology to connect with customers. SME owners can foster creativity and improve
customer engagement (Farida & Setiawan, 2022) by effectively leveraging technology
and digital tools. P9 expressed, “I use my CRM, my client relationship management
system to do monthly touches, whether it be text, email, hard mailers, to stay in touch
with them and to build referrals.” P8 shared, “on social media I made sure my presence
was there.” P9 also added, “I utilized various social media platforms, such as Instagram,
Facebook, and YouTube to post different social media content to build brand awareness

and to inform consumers about the products that I’'m offering and the services that I
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provide.” Technology and digital tools adaptation including emails, social media, and
online platforms can improve customer engagement.
Subtheme: Strategy Execution

Iheanachor (2022) described strategy execution as the process of transforming
plans and strategies into practical implementation. Strategy execution can also be
described as a structured and methodical sequence of interrelated actions that allows a
business to implement its strategy effectively (Ssekiziyivu et al., 2025). Strategic
execution aligns with the RBV theory by emphasizing the importance of effectively
leveraging resources to put business plans into action. Eighty percent of participants
identified that strategy execution is essential for business sustainability. The participants
highlighted that SME owners must effectively lead and guide teams toward achieving
goals while managing resources and priorities. Additionally, SME owners must establish
clear vision and goals when directing the team towards strategic execution. Furthermore,
SME owners must leverage time management strategies to help prioritize tasks, increase
productivity, and ensure business goals are met efficiently.

Leadership Strategies. Strategic leadership affects a wide range of
organizational factors and supports businesses in navigating in a competitive environment
(Ashkevari & Ghasemi, 2023). Leadership strategies influence business performance by
having clear vision and goals, setting the organizational culture, and directing the overall
business performance. Leadership strategies align with the RBV theory by utilizing
internal resources and capabilities of the leadership team. Fifty percent of participants

expressed that leadership strategies are crucial in sustaining business operations beyond 5
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years. SME owners typically serve as the business decision maker who guides the
direction of daily activities and influences long-term vision and goals of the business.
Therefore, SME owners must utilize effective leadership strategies to sustain business
operations beyond 5 years.

Leadership strategies help businesses by shaping how business leaders understand
and manage the complexities and interconnected elements of business leadership and
operations (Talaji¢ et al., 2023). SME owners build business resilience and navigate
unexpected challenges by effectively using leadership strategies. SME owners must also
leverage leadership strategies to align resources, manage risks, and increase business
revenue. SME owners guide daily and future business activities by utilizing leadership
strategies effectively. Finally, SME owners must continuously develop their leadership
skills and abilities. P8 focused on leadership skills and professional development by
attending seminars and conferences. P8 also leveraged business support groups and peer
feedback to improve leadership skills and strategies. SME owners face the complex task
of actively applying leadership strategies to guide their businesses while continuously
developing their leadership skills to stay at the forefront of evolving business practices.

Clear Vision and Goals. Clear vision and goals are essential for sustaining
business operations beyond 5 years by providing direction, focus, and motivation. SME
owners must establish clear visions and goals to build a strong foundation for long-term
success. Vision and goals can be set to fit different groups and different purposes
(Aguilera et al. 2023). Clear vision and goals provide strategic direction and team

alignment. Moreover, clear vision and goals can help improve performance, enhance
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adaptability, and encourage innovation and growth. Sixty percent of the participants
highlighted the importance of having clear vision and goals. P2 concentrated on
initiatives that directly increased customer value and business growth to optimize impact
by coordinating resource allocation with long-term goals and the 5-year vision.

P3 stated, “most start-up businesses begin with a 5-year time plan which is in itself a
strategy.” Finally, P8 also noted, “when starting a small business, you have to have a 5-
year plan and a 10-year plan.”

Time Management Strategies. Time management strategies support business
sustainability through prioritization and resource optimization. Patzak et al. (2025) found
that strategies such as planning, goal setting, prioritizing tasks, and organizing work
boost productivity, improve well-being, and enhance overall performance. Forty percent
of participants emphasized that time management strategies helped to prioritize tasks and
achieve business goals. P3 pointed out, “I have to be careful how I balance my time...
your time actually equals money.” P8 also shared the importance of “staying persistent
and staying organized, making sure I have reminders.” Moreover, P10 emphasized, “be
specific with your time and with your efforts.”

Subtheme: Organizational Design and Infrastructure

Organizational design and infrastructure include systems, processes, and tools that
can be leveraged by SME owners to support their business operations. Organization
design and infrastructure focus on formal and informal elements including structures,
systems, and processes and how they affect the organization, its business, and its people

(Joseph & Sengul, 2024). Eighty percent of the participants noted the importance of
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establishing systems and standards of operations to sustain business operations beyond 5
years. P2 highlighted the importance of establishing an infrastructure that supports the
business and the staff. Meanwhile, P3 mentioned the benefits of using systems and
processes that support business operations. P3 emphasized that SME owners must, “pay
attention to details, keep receipts and be very organized and implement some type of
software tool.” Additionally, P6 highlighted the importance of “running the operations at
full capacity and always try to run it at full capacity.” Finally, P1 and P5 highlighted the
importance of focusing on what’s best for their respective business. P1 stated, “we had to
do what's best for our facility” while P5 advised the staff, “you know what, don't focus
too much on what they're doing. Just keep doing what you're doing, and we'll be okay.”
Although SME owners approach organizational design and infrastructure differently, one
statement remains constant, organizational design and infrastructure provides essential
structures, systems, and processes for SME owners to help operate and grow their
business.

Organizational design and infrastructure can align or misalign with the RBV
theory. For instance, effective use of organizational design and infrastructure can help
SME owners leverage resources effectively which align with the RBV theory. However,
organizational design and infrastructure that can be duplicated contradicts with RBV’s
emphasis on rarity and inimitability. Although in some cases, strategic business
expansion can benefit from duplicating organizational design and infrastructure, such as
launching a new business location. SME owners who can replicate an existing

organizational design and infrastructure can help expand the business into new territories.
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P5 stated, “I like to try to keep things simple and create a system that you know we can
copy and paste... being able to duplicate a system that we’ve created time, and time again
has shown that what we have created has been effective.”

Subtheme: Business Scalability and Risk Management

Business scalability and risk management emerged as an interconnected theme.
Business scalability and risk management aligns with the RBV theory by enhancing the
firm’s ability to utilize resources while managing risks that can negatively impact
business sustainability. Sixty percent of the participants discussed the significance of
business scalability and addressing business risks through an agile business approach.
Bohan et al. (2024) defined scaling in a business context as an exponential development
process with time limitation. Additionally, Coviello et al. (2024) described business
scalability, scaling, and scale up as (a) an organizational process, (b) an ordinary
organization capability, and (c) a stage of organizational development. Leveraging
business scalability and risk management strategies can increase business efficiency and
effectiveness.

Scaling helps businesses grow fast, but the chance for scaling the business does
not last long unless the business finds new markets to grow into (Bohan et al., 2024). P2
stated, “my strategy to leverage resources was to use the profits that we were making to
invest into delegation and into scaling our business so that we could expand.” By
prioritizing delegation and scalability, P2 and team were able to free up time, amplify
efficiency, and sustain business growth. SME owners must also find the right balance in

manageable growth and rapid expansion when scaling the business. For instance, P1 tried
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to acquire all major business resources for the program all at once. However, P1 learned
that sustainable business growth requires prioritization, financial discipline, and patience.
P1 further shared that conserving money and prioritizing expenses helped to scale the
business and achieve incremental growth. P1 was able to steadily grow the business by
focusing on what mattered most and pacing business investments. P2 also shared the
same sentiment and indicated, “one of the difficulties was scaling too fast.” P2 overcame
the challenges by asking for expert advice on best practices and guidance in areas where
the business was underperforming and areas for potential growth.

Risk management can help SME owners identify and respond to risks. The
approach to risk management and systems utilized to manage risks can impact the
business including new product development, innovation, and creativity (Pelijhan &
Marc, 2021). SME owners can confidently make business decisions impacting their
resources and the allocation of their resources when risks are identified and mitigated.
Furthermore, a contingency plan can help SME owners pivot and adjust their business
strategy approach when risks are identified. P8 indicated, “keep your eyes on the prize
and have strategies and plans in place just in case something happens.”

Theme 2: Financial Management and Resource Strategies

The second theme identified from the data analysis process was the importance of
leveraging financial management and resource strategies to sustain business operations
beyond 5 years. Mang’ana et al. (2023) found that working capital and financial
management practices significantly improve both financial and organizational

performance. Financial management and resource strategies directly align with the RBV
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conceptual framework by assessing the internal and external financial resources of the
business. Strategic financial management and resource strategies can help SME owners
support business decisions and long-tern planning.

All of the participants emphasized that using financial management strategies is
essential for sustaining business operations beyond 5 years. A key factor influencing
business success encompasses activities like budgeting, managing cash flow, and
preparing financial reports (Abdull Rahman et al., 2025). SME owners can leverage
financial management strategies like budgeting, forecasting, and financial analysis to
support strategic planning and make informed business decisions. Moreover, financial
4esmanagement strategies guides SME owners to invest in growth opportunities while
minimizing financial risks. Furthermore, SME owners can strategically utilize resources
to optimize efficiency, support innovation, and sustain business operations. The two
subthemes under financial management strategies are (a) financial metrics as strategic
tools and (b) products and service strategies. Table 3 displays the percentage of
participants who utilized each subtheme.

Table 3
Percentage of Respondents Aligned With Each Financial Management and Resource

Strategies Subtheme

Subtheme % of participants who contributed to the
data
Financial metrics as strategic tools 90

Product and service strategies 60
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Subtheme: Financial Metrics as Strategic Tools

Financial metrics can be leveraged as a strategic tool to guide business decisions
ranging from capital allocation, operational improvements, investment and growth
initiatives, overall strategic planning, and performance evaluation. SME owners can drive
business performance by making strong financial decisions and applying effective
management skills (Ngoc et al., 2025). Additionally, SME owners can make informed
decisions by leveraging financial metrics. SME owners can also strategically leverage
financial metrics by actively analyzing budgeting, managing cash flow, tracking revenue
and expenses, and evaluating return on investments.

Financial metrics as strategic tools was a frequent discussion point. Ninety
percent of the participants highlighted that financial metrics can be utilized to define
daily tasks and set operational goals that align with long-term business sustainability. P3
indicated, “looking at my balance sheet and profit and loss statement at the end of each
month is one of the best measuring tools I’ve used.” In the same interview, P3 further
shared, “I make sure that I'm meeting my business goals by clearing a certain amount of
profit by the end of each month, and if I have not cleared the profit that I need, then I
know that’s an indicator that something needs to change, either with my pricing structure
or I need to find a new pipeline for clients.”

SME owners can analyze financial metrics to make informed decisions on
business priorities. Clear and accurate financial reporting helps businesses use their
resources more effectively (Biehl et al., 2024). P8 highlighted the following questions

businesses should consider, “Was I making money? Did it make sense? So, I used that as
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a measuring tool.” Additionally, P8 explained that the profit margin analysis helped to
measure the effectiveness of the implemented strategies. SME owners who effectively
analyze and utilize financial metrics can pivot the direction of the business.

Financial metrics can also be used to overcome challenges, including finding
capital to grow the business, prioritizing expenses, and improving competitiveness in the
industry. Initially, P1 tried to acquire all the material and resources all at once for the
business and the programs the business offered, but learned that sustainable growth
requires patience, prioritization, and financial discipline. P1 overcame financial
challenges by a shift in mindset from impulse spending to intentional need-based
purchasing. P5 shared similar financial challenges and expressed, “a resource that has
been very challenging as we've grown is finding the capital to grow our business.” P5
overcame finding capital challenges by turning to alternative options for funding
including personal networks.

Subtheme: Product and Service Strategies

Product and service strategies can impact a firm’s business performance and
competitive advantage through revenue generation, customer satisfaction, and market
positioning. Effective product and service strategies aim to reach the right customers,
meet market demands, and set the business apart from its competitors, thereby gaining a
competitive advantage. Competitive advantage is achieved when firms utilize value-
generating strategies that are difficult for existing or future competitors to replicate
swiftly (Ferreira & Ferreira, 2025). Products and services that meet the VRIN criteria

align with the RBV theory and provide firms with a competitive advantage. Sixty percent
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of participants discussed how products and service strategies impacted their ability to
sustain business operations beyond 5 years.

Competitive product and service pricing is essential to gaining a competitive
advantage. Products and services that solve customer problems and are provided at the
right price point are valuable resources. Tailoring services to meet specific needs
positively influences a firm’s overall performance (Xu et al., 2023). SME owners who
successfully balance between customizing their services and setting the appropriate price
can achieve a competitive advantage within their industry. P7 highlighted, “I always
work with clients... and figure things out” when the client’s budget and the services
needed do not align. P6 also highlighted the importance of providing customers with
incentives. P6 stated, “give them deals and the main thing is getting people through the
door.” Furthermore, P3 indicated, “the operating budget entails what it cost you to
provide the services, and how much profit you need to make in order to be in the black.”
Finding the balance between making a profit, competitive pricing, and a valuable product
has helped SME owners sustain business operations.

Theme 3: Customer Acquisition and Retention Strategies

Customer acquisition and retention strategies emerged as the third theme in the
data analysis. Customer acquisition and retention strategies are essential for sustaining
business operations beyond 5 years. All of the participants expressed the importance of
customer acquisition and retention strategies to sustain business operations beyond 5
years. Customer acquisition and retention strategies align with the RBV theory when the

strategies align with the VRIN criteria. RBV suggests that firms can enhance customer
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acquisition and retention by leveraging resources to acquire and retain customers. By
focusing on acquiring and retaining customers, businesses can build strong long-term
relationships and increase profits (Ali & Shabn, 2024). Strong customer acquisition and
retention strategies drive revenue and bring value to the business. Customer engagement
builds customer loyalty which differentiates the firm from competitors. SME owners who
build strong customer relationships have an advantage because strong customer
relationships are difficult to replicate. SME owners that prioritize customer centric
strategies are better equipped to acquire and retain customers.

The subthemes under customer acquisition and retention strategies are: (a)
marketing strategies, (b) customer-centered decision-making strategies, and (c)
community engagement and partnership strategies. Table 4 presents the percentage of
participants who utilized each subtheme.

Table 4
Percentage of Respondents Aligned With Each Customer Acquisition and Retention

Strategies Subtheme

Subtheme % of participants who

contributed to the data
Marketing strategies 90
Customer-centered decision-making strategies 90
Community engagement and partnership strategies 90

Subtheme: Marketing Strategies
SME owners who leveraged resources for business marketing strategies

maximized their impact in reaching, engaging, and retaining customers. Relationship
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marketing focuses on customer loyalty; therefore, it is important to attract the right
customers to ensure long-term profits (Tuguinay et al., 2023). Ninety percent of the
participants highlighted the importance of leveraging resources for marketing strategies
to acquire and retain customers. P2 mentioned, “when people see an ad and it converts
them into clicking or purchasing a product, those are our biggest indicators of success.”
Additionally, P6 stated, “marketing is getting your brand and logo out there.” SME
owners have utilized various marketing avenues to acquire and retain customers.

SME owners utilized online marketing, social media, and brand awareness to
market the company. Social networking sites have moved social activities from the
physical world to the online world (Jamil et al., 2022). P9 highlighted, “Strategies that I
have utilized and implemented very drastically are between online marketing, social
media, and brand awareness with my company.” Social media platforms like Instagram
and Facebook enabled SME owners to share stories and build communities around their
products and services. Furthermore, online marketing and social media platforms increase
firm visibility and brand credibility.

SME owners strategically utilize resources for target marketing and
personalization to reach and engage with customers. Personalization now drives modern
marketing and has reshaped how businesses tailor their marketing strategies with growing
personal data and advanced technological tools (Lemmens et al., 2025). Target marketing
and personalization enables SME owners to strategically leverage time, money, and effort
towards focused customer acquisition and retention. P9 highlighted, “try and target and

reach the right type of consumer, I feel the quality is more important than the quantity.”
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P9 also indicated, “target marketing - I'm looking at a certain type of person, or a certain
type of consumer that I want my content to reach.” Target marketing and tailored content
can lead to higher conversion rates and directly impact return on investment.

Finally, several SME owners maintained the traditional approach to marketing
and leveraged print advertising, direct mail marketing, event marketing, and word of
mouth. P1, P4, P5, and P6 all leveraged traditional marketing efforts like distributing
flyers, marketplace presence, and community outreach to build and grow the business. P1
indicated, “we passed out flyers and went to different schools to let them know about our
program.” P4 highlighted, “I am complete word-of-mouth business.” Meanwhile, P6
mentioned, “putting our flyers on people’s doors... just so people see our name, that was
huge in the beginning.” SME owners found it beneficial to utilize traditional marketing to
connect with local community members.

Subtheme: Customer-Centered Decision-Making Strategies

Customer focused actions improve business performance (Ghlichlee & Bayat,
2021). Leveraging resources to guide customer-centered decision-making helps SME
owners build customer trust, loyalty, and satisfaction. SME owner decisions that are
customer-centered are essential in acquiring and retaining customers. Ninety percent of
the participants discussed how they made business decisions that were customer centered.
SME owners must build trust with their customers by demonstrating genuine care and
transparency. Customer trust builds resilience and company brand. P1 highlighted that
the business “had to earn trust” from customers to build customer loyalty. P4 indicated,

“one of the most important strategies is customer care.” Customer-centered decisions are
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the foundation of long-term customer relationships which directly impact customer
loyalty.

Loyal customers provide a stable income stream and drive long-term revenue.
Return customers create predictable revenue and help SME owners manage inventory,
financial planning, and human capital management. Additionally, a strong loyal customer
base reflects quality and reliability to prospective customers. Customer loyalty can be
enhanced by delivering customized and personalized personal experiences. Rather than
copying others’ approach, P9 customizes and personalizes the business approach to align
with the company brand and customers’ needs. P9 indicated, “I did a lot of research on
content creation to see what people are drawn to, and how I can implement that into my
business.” Furthermore, customer loyalty can be enhanced by prioritizing customer
satisfaction. Customer satisfaction involves listening to customer feedback and
continuously improving the customer experience. P6 highlighted the importance of
customer feedback in a small community, “in a small community, in a small business,
having the customers comfortable with the business is when the customers are
comfortable with you, they’ll tell you what’s going wrong and still come back.”
Subtheme: Community Engagement and Partnership Strategies

SME owner emphasized the importance of community involvement and resource
utilization. Ninety percent of the participants highlighted the importance of community
engagement and partnership strategies to sustain business operations beyond 5 years. P1
shared the importance of “getting involved in the community” as a business strategy. P5

shared similar sentiments and expressed, “‘consumers are more likely to support our small
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business through everything that we've done for our community.” Additionally, P5
brought up that their business, “truly believe in community over competition” and further
mentioned, “you have to be genuine in what you do for the community and once people
start to recognize that, they start to recognize that you are tied to your business.” SME
owners who sincerely and genuinely connect with their community can gain the business
and support of the community members.
Theme 4: Human Capital Management Strategies

Human capital management often refers to recruiting, developing, managing, and
retaining employees. The management of human capital resources directly aligns with the
RBYV theory. The RBV has shaped how firms manage both strategic human resources and
human capital (Gerhart & Feng, 2021). Seventy percent of participants mentioned the
significance of human capital management strategies in sustaining business operations
beyond 5 years. SME owners who leverage human capital management strategies as a
resource can establish strong employee engagement, improve productivity, and enhance
the overall workplace environment. Human capital resources account for large portion of
business expenses and must be managed strategically. Human capital management also
includes maximizing employee productivity, aiming for efficiency and quality within a
minimum time frame. SME owners with limited resources must effectively leverage
human capital management strategies and approaches. For instance, hiring the right
person for the right job is a critical aspect of human capital management. P2 highlighted,
“focus on hiring people that were good at what they did." Additionally, human capital

management strategies that focus on ensuring employee engagement and workplace
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satisfaction can have lasting benefits to SME owners. P6 aimed to maintain employee
comfort and loyalty while navigating the resource limitation of early business operations.
Finally, P6 closed with, “employees are very expensive. So, trying to get the most out of
them with that sufficient time... and making sure your employees are happy”

Business Contributions and Recommendations for Professional Practice

The findings may benefit SME owners, business leaders, and decision makers
seeking strategies to sustain business operations beyond 5 years. The findings could offer
valuable contributions to business practice by providing insight that can enhance business
resource management, decision making, and operational efficiency. SME owners can
enhance their ability to sustain business operations by strategically leveraging internal
and external resources. Key themes identified in the project highlight the importance of
having strategies surrounding business planning and implementation, financial
management, customer acquisition and retention, and human capital management for
sustaining business operations beyond 5 years.

I recommend that SME owners, business leaders, and decisions makers conduct a
thorough analysis on internal and external resources that could impact business
performance and sustainability. By thoroughly assessing and evaluating internal
resources, SME owners, business leaders, and decisions makers can make informed
decisions on the trajectory of their business. Internal resources such as business planning,
workforce capabilities, operational systems, and financial assets are the foundation of an

SME owner’s business performance potential. External resources such as customer needs,
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technological advancements, and industry trends help SME owners stay adaptive in a
dynamic business environment.

Before starting any business endeavor, prospective business owners should
establish a detailed business plan with actionable steps to achieve goals. By establishing
specific milestones, SME owners can closely monitor the business performance and
quickly pivot the business direction to overcome challenges or avoid pitfalls. SME
owners should also evaluate their financial management strategies to ensure long-term
business stability, growth, and adaptability. Financial management strategies can help
SME owners monitor cash flow, identify inefficiencies, and adjust to the changing
economic environment. SME owners can also utilize effective strategies to acquire and
retain customers. SME owners must remain responsive and aligned with the evolving
consumer needs. Regular assessment of customer acquisition and retention strategies can
help SME owners gain and maintain a competitive advantage. Finally, SME owners can
leverage human capital management strategies to continuously align workforce
capabilities with the evolving business environment and goals.

Implications for Social Change

The findings suggest the SME owners can benefit from leveraging strategies
surrounding business planning and implementation, financial management, customer
acquisition and retention, and human capital management. The data gathered from the
participants and the themes identified in the data analysis can contribute to positive social
change through practical business application. New SME owners can utilize the business

planning and implementation strategies to better position their business for sustainability.
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Existing SME owners can leverage human capital management strategies as they scale
their business for expansion and growth. SME owners, whether new or existing, can
leverage customer acquisition and retention strategies to better serve their customers and
improve customer loyalty.

SME owners can positively impact communities and drive social change by
sustaining business operations, creating job opportunities, and providing essential
products and services. SMEs owners often feel responsible for helping the communities
thrive because of their strong ties to the local communities they serve (Suutari et al.,
2023). The success of SME owners can foster economic improvement for the
communities they serve. Additionally, SME owners who effectively leverage human
capital management strategies can help support the development of skills and knowledge
for their employees. Moreover, SME owners who adopt customer centered strategies can
better serve their customers, clients, and community members.

Recommendations for Further Research

This qualitative pragmatic inquiry offers insight into effective strategies some
SME owners used to leverage resources and sustain business operations beyond 5 years.
The main limitation of the project is that the strategies shared by the SME owners were
broad and general which restricts the ability to capture specific insights. Additionally, the
data set encompasses a wide range of SME sectors, which may also limit industry
specific business strategies and practices. Further research should focus on effective
strategies in leveraging specific resources to sustain business, research on specific

industries, and research on specific business strategies and practices for sustaining
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business operations. Future research targeting specific strategies and industries can
provide SME owners with deeper insights to effectively leverage resources to sustain
business operations. Despite these limitations, the project offers valuable insights into
effective strategies into leveraging resources for business sustainability.

Conclusion

The purpose of this qualitative pragmatic inquiry was to explore effective
strategies some SME owners used to leverage resources and sustain business operations
beyond 5 years. SME owners from the Los Angeles County, California region of the
United States were the participants for the project. A semistructured interview
questionnaire about effective strategies used to leverage resources to sustain business
operations was presented to the participants. Thematic analysis was utilized to identify
key themes if the data. The results revealed four main themes: (a) business planning and
implementation strategies, (b) financial management strategies, (c) customer acquisition
and retention strategies, and (d) human capital management strategies.

The participants confirmed the importance of utilizing effective strategies for
leveraging resources to sustain business operations beyond 5 years. The RBV theory was
the conceptual framework for the project. Ther results aligned with the RBV theory
which emphasizes that firms should focus on their internal resources and capabilities to
gain a competitive advantage. The RBV further highlights that the resources should meet
the VRIN criteria: valuable, rare, imitability, and non-substitutability. The findings of the
project can be used to assist SME owners in utilizing effective strategies to leverage

resources for business sustainability beyond 5 years.
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Appendix: Interview Protocol

Exemplar Interview Protocol for Qualitative Pragmatic inquiry Research Project

Interview Protocol

Introduce the interview and set the
stage. Introduce myself and the
purpose of the interview thereby
setting the stage.

Hello, my name is (First/Last Name). [ am a
Doctoral Candidate with Walden University.
The purpose of this interview is to identify
and explore effective strategies used by Small
and Medium-sized Enterprise owners to
leverage resources and sustain business
operations beyond 5 years. I am going to ask
you five questions to which I would like your
responses to. Then, I will conclude the
interview. Do you have any questions? Do
you consent to be interviewed for this study?

Watch for nonverbal cues.

Paraphrase the participant response.

Ask follow-up probing questions to
get more in depth

Interview Questions:

1. What effective strategies did you
utilize to leverage resources to
sustain your business operations
beyond 5 years?

2. What challenges did you
encounter when utilizing
resources?

3. What approaches did you take to
overcome the challenges?

4. How did you measure the
effectiveness of the strategies you
employed?

5. What additional information
regarding the strategies you used
to sustain your business operations
beyond 5 years would you like to
share that we have not already
discussed?

Wrap up the interview thanking
participant.

Thank you for participating in the interview,
an integral part of my research project.

Schedule a follow-up interview to
perform member checking with the
participant.

I will contact you in a week to schedule a
time for us to review the accuracy of my
interpretations of your interview responses.
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