“The effect of strategic planning on operational efficiency in South African

SMEs”

AUTHORS

ARTICLE INFO

DOI
RELEASED ON
RECEIVED ON
ACCEPTED ON

LICENSE

JOURNAL
ISSN PRINT
ISSN ONLINE
PUBLISHER
FOUNDER

Avika Maharaj
R
Thabiso Sthembiso Msomi

R

Avika Maharaj and Thabiso Sthembiso Msomi (2026). The effect of strategic
planning on operational efficiency in South African SMEs. Problems and
Perspectives in Management, 24(1), 578-588. doi:10.21511/ppm.24(1).2026.38

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(1).2026.38
Monday, 23 March 2026
Friday, 03 October 2025

Monday, 26 January 2026

[k |
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License

"Problems and Perspectives in Management"

1727-7051

1810-5467

LLC “Consulting Publishing Company “Business Perspectives”

LLC “Consulting Publishing Company “Business Perspectives”

© The author(s) 2026. This publication is an open access article.

=//~/| BUSINESS
PERSPECTIVES

Nem—

businessperspectives.org



®

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 1, 2026

w2 el

e—

BUSINESS PERSPECTIVES

LLC “CPC “Business Perspectives”
Hryhorii Skovoroda lane, 10,
Sumy, 40022, Ukraine

www.businessperspectives.org

Type of the article: Research Article

Received on: 34 of October, 2025
Accepted on: 26 of January, 2026
Published on: 23¢ of March, 2026

© Avika Maharaj, Thabiso Sthembiso
Msomi, 2026

Avika Maharaj, Ph.D., Lecturer,
Department of Management
Accounting, Faculty of Accounting
and Informatics, Durban University
of Technology, South Africa.
(Corresponding author)

Thabiso Sthembiso Msomi, Ph.D.,
Lecturer, Department of Management
Accounting, Faculty of Accounting
and Informatics, Durban University of
Technology, South Africa.

This is an Open Access article,
distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International license, which permits
unrestricted re-use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided
the original work is properly cited.

Contflict of interest statement:
Author(s) reported no conflict of interest

578

Avika Maharaj (South Africa), Thabiso Sthembiso Msomi (South Africa)

THE EFFECT OF STRATEGIC
PLANNING ON OPERATIONAL
EFFICIENCY IN SOUTH
AFRICAN SMEs

Abstract

The small and medium enterprises (SMEs) industry is crucial for South Africa’s eco-
nomic growth as it contributes to GDP, boosts employment, and fosters innovation,
though SMEs face numerous limitations that hinder their ability to operate and ex-
pand. The objective of this paper was to explore the effect of strategic planning on
operational efficiency in South African SMEs. Based on data from 282 SMEs across
various sectors in South Africa, the regression analysis shows a strong positive cor-
relation between operational efficiency and strategic planning (r = 0.296, p < 0.0005).
The coefficient of determination (R?) of 0.087 suggests that strategic planning accounts
for approximately 8.7% of the variance in operational efficiency. While this figure may
appear modest, it is statistically significant (F = 26.806, p < 0.0005), indicating that
strategic planning plays a meaningful role in enhancing operational efficiency. The
paper highlights important strategic initiatives that enhance productivity and competi-
tiveness, such as designing, implementing, and monitoring business strategic plans, as
well as resource availability. The socioeconomic environment of the SME industry is
given special consideration, emphasizing how customized approaches can get beyond
structural obstacles and promote sustainable development.

Keywords business, strategy, planning, performance, sustainability

JEL Classification 126, M10, L23, L25

INTRODUCTION

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) play a crucial role in the South
African economy, serving as catalysts for economic growth, employ-
ment generation, and innovation (Govender & Chetty, 2024). Despite
their economic importance, SMEs in South Africa experience a dis-
proportionately high failure rate, which threatens their sustainability
and, by extension, the broader economic outlook (Sharma & Rautela,
2022; Otto, 2022; Dlamini, 2023). Msomi (2023) emphasizes that this
alarming failure rate raises concerns about the sector’s ability to signif-
icantly contribute to employment creation, economic expansion, and
poverty alleviation. Strategic planning offers SMEs a structured ap-
proach to identify long-term goals, allocate resources effectively, and
enhance overall performance (Molete et al., 2025). Given the unique
challenges faced by these enterprises, including limited resources,
market volatility, and a fast-changing business landscape, effective
strategic planning is essential for their sustainability and growth.

SMEs with comprehensive strategic plans not only achieve better op-
erational outcomes but also gain a competitive edge by being more
responsive to market dynamics. Despite this recognition, very few
studies have examined strategic planning among SMEs in develop-
ing countries such as South Africa (Majama & Magang, 2017). Many
SME:s struggle to implement robust strategic planning frameworks,
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leading to inefficiencies in operations, poor financial management, and an inability to adapt to chang-
ing market conditions (AlQershi, 2021; Dwikat et al., 2022; Ahmad et al., 2024). Without well-struc-
tured strategic plans, SMEs often experience difficulties in scaling their operations, managing cash flow,
and navigating regulatory complexities, all of which increase the likelihood of business failure.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Accordingto Zhou (2021), SMEs constitute approx-
imately 91% of formal business entities in South
Africa, contributing between 51% and 57% to the
national GDP and accounting for 60% of total em-
ployment. The true potential for organic economic
growth lies within these enterprises and the ambi-
tions of their founders, rather than exclusively in
large corporations. Consequently, fostering a con-
ducive environment for SME development is im-
perative to sustaining long-term economic prog-
ress and social stability. The rising unemployment
rate in South Africa serves as a critical indicator
of the widespread failure of SMEs, underscoring
the sector’s vulnerability and its far-reaching im-
plications for economic stability (Ramsuraj, 2023).
According to Agholor et al. (2024), approximately
70% of newly established SMEs in South Africa do
not survive beyond their first two years of opera-
tion. This alarming statistic highlights the signifi-
cant challenges entrepreneurs face in sustaining
their businesses in a highly competitive and often
volatile economic environment.

One of the key factors contributing to the high
failure rate of SMEs is the inadequacy of strate-
gic planning, which directly affects their opera-
tional efficiency and long-term sustainability (Lo
& Sugiarto, 2021; Dwikat et al., 2022; Bakare et
al., 2024). Strategic planning is essential for de-
fining business objectives, optimizing resource
allocation, and ensuring resilience in the face of
market uncertainties (Edwards, 2021). Effective
planning aids in optimizing resource alloca-
tion, improving decision-making processes, and
fostering a culture of continuous improvement
among employees. By setting clear objectives
and aligning organizational efforts, strategic
planning helps SMEs navigate the complexities
of the business environment, ultimately driving
profitability and success. However, many SMEs
encounter barriers to effective strategic plan-
ning, such as resource constraints, lack of exper-
tise, and time limitations. These challenges can
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lead to a reactive rather than proactive approach
to business management, undermining long-
term viability. Moreover, the absence of effective
strategic planning limits SMEs’ ability to capi-
talize on growth opportunities and integrate
innovative business models that could enhance
their competitiveness. Inadequate market re-
search, lack of long-term vision, and poor deci-
sion-making frameworks further exacerbate the
operational challenges faced by these enterprises
(Ojha et al., 2023; Mousa et al., 2024). Given that
SMEs play a crucial role in job creation and eco-
nomic development, their failure not only leads
to business closures but also contributes to ris-
ing unemployment, reduced household incomes,
and economic stagnation.

Prior studies highlight a strong link between
systematic planning and organizational perfor-
mance. For instance, Al-Shukri (2024) shows
that successful firms adopt structured planning
processes, applying techniques such as rational
analysis, empiricism, philosophical synthesis,
and organizational development. Among these,
the organizational development approach em-
phasizes a positive work environment and adapt-
ability, while the resource-based view stresses
competitive advantage through unique assets
and capabilities, though critics argue resourc-
es alone do not guarantee sustained success.
Despite this recognition, very few studies have
examined strategic planning among SMEs in de-
veloping countries such as South Africa (Majama
& Magang, 2017). Literature is more concerned
with survival financially rather than strategic
orientation. Accordingly, SMEs still experience
high failure rates and low performance despite
their exposure to external stimulation (Ahmad
et al.,, 2024). Other evidence suggests that SMEs
do not pay sufficient attention to strategic plan-
ning or handle it superficially (Cornelisse & van
Klink, 2024). Managers are usually criticized for
lacking long-term vision, focusing on short-term
activities, and making largely reactive decisions
(Sathyanand et al., 2025).
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Moreover, even when SMEs claim strategic plan-
ning, their reliance is higher on intuition rather
than on formalized processes (Maharaj & Msomi,
2024). Planning is informal, occurring infrequent-
ly and based on limited and/or unreliable informa-
tion (Chinis et al., 2024). The use of planning tools
is of the same limited kind and is aimed more at
operational business planning than at strategic
planning (Manyaga et al., 2024). Other results are
that goal setting is low strength, using alternatives
is never attempted, and planning is non-rational
and unsystematic. While strategic thinking may
take place at the level of SMEs, this is never opera-
tionalized and structured (Rampaul, 2025).

In the past decades, the relationship between stra-
tegic planning and SMME performance has been
widely studied (Chavunduka et al., 2015; Dubilihla
& Sandada, 2014; Monday et al., 2015; Pangarkar,
2015). Companies that conduct proper strategic
planning tend to outperform those that do not
(Monday et al., 2015). For instance, Wijetunge
and Pushpakumari (2014) has shown that com-
panies that use strategic planning achieve better
performance, while Dubilihla and Sandada (2014)
have verified a positive connection between stra-
tegic planning and the success of small business
enterprises in South Africa. Likewise, Arasa and
K’Obonyo (2012) stress that performance is re-
liant not only on planning but additionally on
proper execution of strategies, control, and evalu-
ating strategies. Chavunduka et al. (2015) support
this argument, as improvements in performance
drivers like net income and ROI were observed.
Moreover, Monday et al. (2015) recorded that
sound organizational performance is related to
strong strategy execution.

Mixed findings are presented within the research
examining the connection between aspects of the
strategic planning process and organizational per-
formance (Babatunde & Sanusi, 2020). Efendioglu
and Karabulut (2010) revealed that in Turkey,
strategic planning has a significant contribution
if articulated by a clear mission and strong top
management involvement. However, Gibson et
al. (2001) found a negative connection between
aspects of strategic planning and organizational
performance, while French et al. (2004) found no
significant connection within small service orga-
nizations. Similar findings of weak or no connec-
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tion have been found within other examples, e.g.,
SMMEs (Ali, 2018) and service sector businesses
such as hospitals in Lebanon (Saleh et al., 2013).

This study used the resource-based view (RBV)
(Barney, 1991) as a supplementing theoretical
perspective. The RBV synthesizes economic and
strategic management perspectives to account for
firms that generate competitive advantage based
on the distinctiveness of their resources and ca-
pabilities (Grant & Jordan, 2015; Andersen &
Nielsen, 2009). The key assumption is that orga-
nizations vary in what strategic assets they con-
trol and possess, and these differences are used
to account for performance variations (Grant &
Jordan, 2015). Resources defined as assets de-
voted relatively permanently to the firm are the
foundation of RBV analysis. Common sources
of advantage are financial and natural resources,
technology, and economies of scale, and these
can all contribute toward the creation of value
(Gruber et al., 2010). Capabilities are more about
the ability of the firm to integrate and apply re-
sources with developed processes toward strate-
gic goals (Grant, 2014). These capabilities tend to
be tacit and path-dependent and are developed
gradually based on the complex interactions of
resources. By connecting resources and capabili-
ties, the RBV contributes to the work of Porter
as indicated by Rivard et al. (2006) and serves
as a foundation from which it is possible to un-
derstand how firms may generate and maintain
competitive advantage. Here, human resources
are seen as central when it comes to defining ef-
fective strategies, and dynamic capabilities are
used to manage resources properly throughout
the strategic planning process (Gruber et al,
2010). Following Mahoney and Pandian (1992),
the RBV draws attention to the relationship be-
tween strategic planning processes and firm per-
formance and is, therefore, a useful foundation
for our study.

Empirical evidence suggests that SMEs that en-
gage in strategic planning experience improved
productivity, cost efficiency, and better deci-
sion-making processes. Enterprises with struc-
tured business plans are more likely to secure
funding, optimize their supply chains, and en-
hance customer satisfaction through stream-
lined operations (AlQershi, 2021; Tokhirov &
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Abdurakhimjanov, 2021; Rozak et al., 2021).
Tshienda (2021) indicated that SMEs employing
strategic planning practices experience higher
business performance. While many SMEs at-
tempt strategic planning, it is often unstruc-
tured and intuitive rather than formalized and
not consistently integrated into daily operations.
Nonetheless, those that do implement strategic
planning effectively tend to achieve better opera-
tional outcomes.

However, despite the apparent benefits, many
SMEs in South Africa face challenges in imple-
menting strategic planning due to limited man-
agerial expertise, resource constraints, and a
lack of access to business development services.
Furthermore, many small business owners priori-
tize short-term survival over long-term strategic
goals, which undermines their ability to achieve
sustained growth and competitiveness. Therefore,
in an economy like South Africa, this study is war-
ranted, necessary, and demanded.

The aim of this study was to investigate the effect
of strategic planning on operational efficiency in
South African SMEs.

2. METHODOLOGY

The paper utilized a quantitative research design
based on the positivist paradigm in studying the
effects of COVID-19 on South African SMEs. It
was a paradigm of choice because of the study’s
objective to determine measurable interrelations
between strategic planning and operating effi-
ciency, rather than personal experiences. A cross-
sectional study design was utilized and was best
suited given the realities of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, since it captured SMEs’ short-term reac-
tion and adjustment of business during a time of
the highest uncertainty. To comply with social
distancing measures and allow for broad partici-
pation from heterogeneous geographic locations,
the survey was conducted using a standardized
online questionnaire. The focus group consisted
of SMEs who were members of credible business
support organizations in South Africa, for in-
stance, the Centre for Social Entrepreneurship
(CSE), Productivity SA, the Johannesburg
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (JCCI), and

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(1).2026.38
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the Durban Chamber of Commerce and Industry
(DCCI). These organizations have been particu-
larly targeted because they maintain extensive
networks of SMEs across various industries, such
as construction, agriculture, manufacturing,
trade, accommodation, and retailing. Hosting
the respondents through these organizations en-
sured that the study gathered opinions from a
wide segment of SMEs, and hence achieved the
highest degree of generalizability of findings.

A purposive sampling design was used to sample
only the responders and SME proprietors/senior
managers who had access to enough informa-
tion and decision-making power to perceive the
operating and strategic effect of the pandemic
at the enterprise level (Uakarn et al., 2021). It
guaranteed that only relevant and appropriate
data were gathered. It was calculated from the
Krejcie and Morgan formula, which is suggest-
ed broadly in survey studies for the creation of
relevant estimates of representative sample sizes
(Msomi, 2024). Thus, 348 SMEs had to be sam-
pled. Of these, 282 valid responses were obtained,
including a respectable 81% participation rate,
which is reasonable for internet surveys and an
indicator of respondents’ interest in the survey
topic. To determine measurement instrument
reliability, internal consistency was measured
with Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, a numerical
standard measure. Results showed constructs
were reliably measured, and so the reliability of
the survey instrument was warranted. Data were
addressed in two phases: descriptive statistics
(means, frequencies, and standard deviations)
followed by inferential statistics. Specifically, re-
gression analysis was employed to determine the
hypothesized impact of strategic planning on
SMEs’ operating efficiency. Through the appli-
cation of these descriptive and inferential meth-
odologies, a general and in-depth exploration of
respective associations was achieved. Finally, we
strictly adhered to ethical research guidelines.
Ethical clearance had been obtained from the ap-
propriate institutional review board before data
collection. All respondents had been informed
of the purpose and assured of the confidential-
ity and anonymity of their answers. Participation
was completely voluntary, and informed consent
was offered in an electronic procedure before the
respondents went to fill out the questionnaire.
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To understand the responses, it is necessary to
look at the average values and the level of variation
(standard deviations) for each statement. Table 1
displays the factor loadings, mean scores, and
standard deviations for the responses.

The descriptive results provide an initial insight
into the performance of SMEs across the two fo-
cal constructs: operational efficiency and strate-
gic planning. It is found that SMEs in the sam-
ple had attained satisfactory levels of operating
efficiency, and the mean levels of these had var-
ied from 3.852 to 4.113. The highest level of the
indicator “Access to funding options positively
influenced efficiency” (M = 4.113, SD = 0.911). It
is found that the availability of financing is core
to SMEs, and such is usually the most critical
indicator of efliciency in organizations operat-
ing under resource scarcity. Likewise, “SME ef-
fectively utilized cost-cutting measures” (M =
4.011, SD = 0.953) was the highest-ranked, and
this is an indicator of responsiveness and de-
pendence that are core to SMEs.

The lowest mean was still recorded for “SME
consistently achieves its revenue targets” (M =
3.852, SD = 0.913), and this is a sign of a persis-
tent weakness in the domain of SMEs. This result
might originate from the fragile nature of SMEs’
operations, in the sense that interruptions inter-
nally, like workforce interruption, or externally,
like supply chain interruption, far too frequently
disproportionately impact in comparison to larger
organizations. Thus, SMEs, even though they are
agile, far too often lack redundancy and integrated
continuity plans.

The descriptive statistics indicate that SMEs par-
ticipate at high levels in strategic planning efforts,
with mean responses ranging from 4.174 to 4.382.
“Implementing a strategic plan” received the high-
est mean (M = 4.382, SD = 0.841), which suggests
that SMEs prioritize not only strategy formulation
but also implementation. Similarly, “Plans to ac-
complish objectives” (M = 4.356, SD = 0.892) and
“monitoring strategic plan progress” (M = 4.297,
SD = 0.867) yielded high responses, which reflect
SMEs’ embracement of objective alignment and
monitoring of performance. “Creating business
objectives” (M = 4.312, SD = 0.885) received the
lowest response, which is reflective of SMEs’ op-
erating with poorly outlined or unspoken objec-
tives. Having defined these objectives, however,
activities are in progress to implement and moni-
tor them.

The factor loading analysis further validates the
measurement of the constructs under investi-
gation. For operational efficiency, all indicators
demonstrated high factor loadings ranging from
0.788 to 0.876, exceeding the recommended 0.70
threshold, thereby confirming their reliability as
indicators of the construct. The most prominent
loading was associated with “Access to funding
options positively influenced efficiency” (0.876),
underscoring that the availability of financing is
the cornerstone of efficiency in SME operations.
Similarly, “SME effectively utilized cost-cutting
measures” (0.861) was strongly represented, re-
inforcing the critical role of cost reduction mea-
sures for efficiency. The relatively lower loading
for “SME consistently achieves its revenue targets”
(0.788), while still acceptable, signals that this di-
mension contributes less strongly to the latent con-
struct compared to others. This finding reflects

Table 1. Strategic planning on SME operational efficiency

Construct Indicators Loadings Mean SD

{ SME effectively utilized cost-cutting measures 0.861 4.011 0.953
Adoption of innov;ﬁ‘&r‘wﬂénd technology strategui'é‘s' """"" 0844 3970 0976 o
SI\/IEe'?ﬁp;iegst;onal Access to funding optlons positively |nﬂuencedef‘ﬁmency 0876 4113 0911

Y SME consistently achieves its revenue targets 0.788 3.852 0.913
444444444444444444444 SME efficiently managed ts cash flow 0822 4035 0845
Creating business objectives 0.762 4312 088

Designing a strategic plan 0.861 4.174 0.913
Strategic  Implementing a strategic plan o 0918 4382 0841
planning Monitoring strategic lan progress 0.844 4.297 0867
Plans to accomplish objectives 0.827 4.356 0892

i Resources for a strategic plan 0.835 4.268 0.924
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Table 2. Regression analysis on the effect of strategic planning on the operational efficiency of South

African SMEs

Variables in the

. B Beta t -value R? F Df -value
equation : : P ; ; : P
Constant 20.498 12.209 <.0005
R St 087 26.806 1; 280 <.0005
Strategic planning 412 .296 5.177 <.0005

Note: DV — Operational efficiency.

the reality that SMEs’ plans to achieve the targeted
revenues are often underdeveloped, making them
less reliable as predictors of overall efficiency. For
strategic planning, factor loadings ranged from
0.762 to 0.918, again comfortably exceeding the
reliability threshold. The strongest loading was re-
corded for “Implementing a strategic plan” (0.918),
highlighting that execution is perceived as the
most decisive component of planning. “Designing
a strategic plan” (0.861) and “Monitoring strate-
gic plan progress” (0.844) also loaded highly, em-
phasizing the centrality of systematic design and
follow-up mechanisms. By contrast, “Creating
business objectives” (0.762), although significant,
emerged as comparatively less influential, possibly
due to SMEs’ tendency to develop objectives that
are broad, adaptive, and less formalized.

The regression analysis presented in Table 2 pro-
vides empirical evidence supporting the relation-
ship between strategic planning and operational
efficiency among SMEs in South Africa. About
8.7% of the variation in operational efficiency
may be explained by strategic planning, accord-
ing to the coefficient of determination (R2) of
0.087. Despite its small appearance, this number
is statistically significant (F = 26.806, p < 0.0005),
suggesting that strategic planning does contribute
significantly to improving operational efficiency.

The standardized beta coefficient (B = 0.296) fur-
ther supports this assertion, suggesting that an
increase in strategic planning efforts corresponds
with an improvement in operational efficiency.
Furthermore, the strength of the predictive rela-
tionship (as indicated by the regression coefficient
and significance level) suggests that businesses that
integrate strategic planning into their core manage-
ment practices are more likely to streamline their
operations, minimize waste, and enhance produc-
tivity. These outcomes are particularly important
for SMEs, which often operate with limited re-
sources and face dynamic market challenges.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(1).2026.38

The t-value of 5.177 reinforces the robustness of
this relationship, confirming that strategic plan-
ning significantly influences operational perfor-
mance. The positive and statistically significant B
value (B = 0.412, p < 0.0005) implies that for every
unit increase in strategic planning, operational ef-
ficiency improves by 0.412 units. These findings
align with prior studies that have consistently
identified strategic planning as a crucial driver
of business success (Dubihlela & Sandada, 2014;
Tshienda, 2021). However, the relatively low R?
value suggests that while strategic planning con-
tributes to operational efficiency, other factors also
play a significant role. By setting clear objectives,
aligning resources with business goals, and con-
tinuously evaluating performance, SMEs can en-
hance their efficiency and responsiveness to mar-
ket changes. Furthermore, strategic planning fa-
cilitates better financial management, cost control,
and customer service improvements, all of which
contribute to sustainable business operations. The
results underscore the necessity for SMEs to adopt
structured and comprehensive strategic planning
practices to maximize their efficiency. Given the
highly competitive and dynamic business envi-
ronment in South Africa, SMEs must integrate
strategic planning into their core business opera-
tions rather than treating it as an ancillary activity.

Table 3. Pearson correlation

Pearson’s
Construct A | ConstructB : . i p-value
: : correlation (r)
Strate‘glc : Opgrgt‘lonal 996 <0005
planning efficiency

The correlation coefficient in Table 3 revealed that
there is a significant relationship between strate-
gic planning and operational efficiency (r = 0.296,
N = 282, p < 0.0005). The positive relationship is
an indication of a direct association between stra-
tegic planning and operational efficiency. The re-
sults of the regression analysis, which indicate a
significant positive relationship between strate-
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gic planning and operational efficiency (r = 0.296,
p < 0.0005), are well supported by a vast body of
prior research across various countries and in-
dustries. Numerous scholars have emphasized the
role of strategic planning in enhancing business
efficiency by enabling firms to anticipate market
changes, allocate resources effectively, and align
internal capabilities with external opportuni-
ties. For instance, Addae-Korankye and Aryee
(2021) in Ghana, along with Dwikat et al. (2022)
in Palestine, argue that strategic planning fosters
structured decision-making and reduces uncer-
tainty, leading to improved operational efficiency.
Similarly, Lo and Sugiarto (2021) in Indonesia
highlight that strategic planning enhances adapt-
ability in dynamic business environments. A
meta-analysis conducted by Miller and Cardinal
(2017) in the United States also concluded that
strategic planning significantly influences firm
performance, particularly for SMEs where re-
source constraints necessitate careful long-term
planning. Furthermore, Molete et al. (2025) in
Zimbabwe found that strategic planning contrib-
utes to improved operational efficiency by mini-
mizing redundancies and streamlining workflow
processes.

Several studies focusing specifically on SMEs
have also confirmed the positive impact of stra-
tegic planning. Tshienda (2021) in the Cape
Metropole reported that SMEs with structured
strategic planning frameworks achieve greater op-
erational efficiency than those that rely on ad-hoc
decision-making. Similarly, in developed coun-
tries, Jayawarna and Dissanayake (2019) found
that SMEs engaging in strategic planning exhibit
higher performance outcomes, particularly in ef-
ficiency and profitability. Additionally, Alosani et
al. (2020) in Dubai provided empirical evidence
from emerging economies, demonstrating that
SMEs with formalized strategic planning exhib-
it greater agility, financial stability, and resource
optimization.

Industry-specific studies further corroborate these
findings. In the manufacturing sector, Mousa et al.
(2024) in Iraq found that strategic planning con-
tributes to lower production costs and improved
operational processes, ultimately leading to great-
er efficiency. In the service sector, firms with well-
defined strategic planning procedures achieve
higher levels of efficiency due to better workflow
management and resource deployment.

Despite the strong evidence supporting the positive
impact of strategic planning, some studies present a
counterargument, suggesting that the relationship
may not be universally applicable. Agholor et al.
(2024) contend that excessive formalization of stra-
tegic planning can stifle creativity and adaptability,
potentially leading to rigidity in decision-making
rather than efficiency gains. Similarly, van Ruler
(2021) found in developing countries that, in highly
volatile markets, traditional strategic planning may
be less effective, as businesses require more flex-
ible, emergent strategies rather than fixed, long-
term plans. Moreover, Agyapong et al. (2021) in
an emerging African economy suggest that SMEs,
particularly startups, might benefit more from in-
tuitive decision-making and rapid experimentation
rather than rigid strategic planning, which could
slow down agility and responsiveness.

Although this study offers valuable results in
the South African context, it is not free from
limitations. First, there is limited generalizabil-
ity as the data were collected from the Centre
for Social Entrepreneurship (CSE), Productivity
SA, the Johannesburg Chamber of Commerce
and Industry (JCCI), and the Durban Chamber
of Commerce and Industry (DCCI). Second, fu-
ture studies should conduct similar analyses to
improve scale robustness. There is a limited scope,
so further studies should cover all SMEs in South
Africa. Finally, there is also a reliance on subjec-
tive views of SME owners/managers. These limita-
tions open prospects for future research.

CONCLUSION

The objective of the study was to explore the effect of strategic planning on the operational efficiency
of South African SMEs. The findings revealed a positive and significant relationship between strategic
planning and operational efficiency. This emphasizes the crucial role of strategic planning in enhanc-
ing business efficiency by enabling firms to anticipate market changes, allocate resources effectively,
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and align internal capabilities with external opportunities. Improved business efficiency is the result of
more strategic planning strategies. SMEs can enhance their competitiveness and performance by imple-
menting strategic planning. SME owners and managers can use the findings as a guide to successfully
implement strategic planning. SMEs can also manage competitive and dynamic business environments
with the aid of strategic planning.

These findings are valuable because they can aid in the improvement of the operational efficiency of
SMEs and ultimately lead to business sustainability, economic growth, and increased employment in
South Africa. An effective intervention strategy for SMEs requires implementation of strategic plan-
ning initiatives supported by adequate resources, infrastructure, and government support. It can also
guide government departments in designing policies and initiatives to support SME development and
success in the country. The government should offer workshops, short courses, or customizable univer-
sity/college courses that cover the fundamentals of strategic planning. Through educational initiatives,
policymakers and scholars should help SME owners and managers create strategic plans. SMEs in South
Africa should outline their strategic planning in order to comply with bank loan and government grant
regulations.
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