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Abstract

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) must manage their cash flow effectively to survive and grow.
However, many SMEs continue to experience cash flow challenges that can lead to operational
disruptions or business failure, particularly in developing economies where resources and financial
management capacity are often limited. This study sought to examine existing cash flow management
strategies in addressing poor practices by SMEs. The study employed a qualitative approach to
examine types of cash flow management strategies used by SME owners and how well they work to
solve typical cash flow problems across different global contexts, including South Africa.
Methodically, a systematic literature review (SLR) was conducted. The review searched scholarly
databases for peer-reviewed papers that were published only in English between 1996 and 2025, on
existing characteristics of SMEs’ cash flow management strategies. A purposive sampling method
was applied through the population, intervention, comparison, outcome, and context (PICOC)
framework, which guided the eligibility and selection of studies. The final sample size for this study
consisted of 24 peer-reviewed articles that met all inclusion criteria. A Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) flow diagram was used to summarize the process
of selecting studies. Overall, the study concludes that although effective strategies are available, their
success depends on proper implementation supported by adequate training, accessible financial
systems, and stronger operational discipline. These findings highlight key areas where targeted
interventions could enhance SME liquidity and improve overall financial sustainability.

Keywords: cash flow management; cash flow; cash flow strategies; smes; systematic review

1. Introduction

Effective cash flow management is the cornerstone of sustainability and growth for SMEs
worldwide (5). According to Rungani(23), the impact of small, medium, and micro enterprises
(SMMESs) on the economies of other nations has grown in importance. Many governments
throughout the world are placing increasing emphasis on the SMME sector is significant owing to its
potential to alleviate unemployment and foster social development (23). However, many Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) continue to experience cash flow challenges that can lead to
operational disruptions or business failure, particularly in developing economies where resources
and financial management capacity are often limited (24). Despite their vital economic role, SMEs
frequently succumb to financial distress, with inadequate cash flow management often cited as a
principal failure point (6). These businesses are inherently vulnerable to liquidity shocks due to
irregular payment cycles, seasonal volatility, high operational expenditures, and difficulties in
accessing finance (1), especially in emerging markets like South Africa.

Cash flow is vitally significant in determining a business’s financial performance (8). This is
because a positive cash flow signifies robust financial health, with more cash inflows than outflows,
while a negative cash flow reflects the opposite (11). In light of this, good cash flow management
systems can assist managers in controlling expenditure in proportion to the stated budget, reducing
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borrowing, and optimizing the potential of their enterprise’s resources (3). Therefore, the financial
performance of SMMEs is critical to measure, as it assesses the business’s capacity to use its resources
efficiently and effectively in order to accomplish the intended result (26). To establish sustainable
SMMEs capable of withstanding economic challenges and competing globally, there is a need to
examine how these enterprises are currently supported and managed (16; 7).

In addressing this critical gap, this systematic literature review (SLR) synthesized the current
body of research to identify, evaluate, and structure the most viable cash flow management strategies
available to SMEs. The overarching aim of this study was to conduct a comprehensive literature
analysis of strategic cash flow management strategies, with particular focus on their relevance to
SMEs, a sector often characterized by pronounced cash flow fluctuations. The research further sought
to compile recent evidence on strategies adopted by SME owners and assess their efficacy in
mitigating common cash flow problems across various global contexts, while providing practical
recommendations tailored for the financial development and sustainability of SMEs within the South
African economy.

2. Methods

Methodically, the SLR was employed in this study which is a translucent and repeatable method
of synthesizing scientific evidence to answer a particular research question (13). Muka et al. (20)
define SLR as a rigorous and comprehensive approach to locating, selecting, and assessing pertinent
literature on a certain research problem or subject. The interest in conducting this review was to
examine the types of cash flow management strategies used by SME owners and how effectively they
address typical cash flow problems across different global contexts, including South Africa.
Additionally, because it allowed for the integration of various methodologies from studies, the
systematic review method was deemed to be the optimum kind of research review for this study. The
comprehensive review method, encompassing literature search and selection, was rendered
transparent and systematic by adhering to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) criteria (19).

2.1. Literature Search

The following search keywords/statements were used: “Cash flow management strategies for
SMEs”; “Strategies in cash flow management for SMEs”; “SMEs and Cash flow management”. These
phrases were also used to identify and analyze main ideas from the literature.

A purposive sampling method was applied through the population, intervention, comparison,
outcome, and context PICOC framework, which guided the eligibility and selection of the studies.
This process defined which studies were selected for the review. When the database findings were
evaluated, titles that appeared to meet the PICOC framework’s requirements and, consequently, the
emphasis of the research questions were selected first. After reading the abstract, these were further
investigated by comparing them to the framework’s contents once more. These were preserved for
further analysis if the provided information aligned with the review’s objectives. Additionally,
relevant studies were chosen and analyzed. To extend the search, some of the references in the chosen
research were examined. After reading the abstract, these were further investigated by comparing
them to the framework’s contents once more. If the information supplied matched the goals of the
review, these were kept for additional examination. Table 1 demonstrates how the PICOC framework
was applied in the review.

Table 1. PICOC Framework.

Population Intervention Comparison Outcome Context
SMEs Qualitative Existing cash Improvement in South Africa and
approach flow cash flow internationally
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management management
strategies practices and

decision making

2.2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The inclusion criteria included scholarly databases for peer-reviewed papers published in
English between 1996 to 2025. The researcher selected papers from this period because SMEs of all
types existed in South Africa before 1994. The post-Apartheid period marked a significant shift with
a focus on supporting SMEs, particularly those owned by Black South Africans, through policy
initiatives, such as BEE programs, and a broader emphasis on economic growth and socio-economic
integration. Furthermore, studies that were conducted as both qualitative and quantitative studies,
focusing on existing characteristics of SMEs’ cash flow management strategies, were included in the
review.

Studies that were non-peer-reviewed literature, such as blog posts and opinion pieces, with
insufficient empirical or theoretical basis, grey literature such as conference proceedings, book
chapters, dissertations, and thesis were excluded from the review.

2.3. Data Extraction

To address the research topic, data extraction entailed methodically gathering pertinent data
from the chosen studies. The procedure is crucial for combining data, comparing results from various
investigations, and guaranteeing the authenticity and dependability of the conclusions reached after
the review (14). According to Higgins et al. (10), data extraction usually includes important study
features such as the authors, year of publication, study design, sample size, methodology, and major
findings. To maintain consistency, these details are presented in an organized table, as shown in Table
2. In the synthesis phase, it has also been demonstrated that using dual extraction methods in which
two independent reviewers extract data and settle disagreements improves accuracy and lowers
errors (4). In addition to reducing prejudice, this methodical approach to data extraction guaranteed
a clear and repeatable review process in this study (25).

Table 2. Summary of the studies in the review.

Author Country Aim of Study Research Method Key Findings
Ahmad (2016) Not specified Examine internal Regular  monitoring, bank
controls and cash flow Survey reconciliation,  cost  control
practices essential for liquidity
Ambrocio et al. | Philippines Explore cash budgeting Cash planning strengthens
(2025) and internal controls Quantitative operational control and
survey reduces shortages
Athia et al. (2023) Not specified Analyse cash flow Financial ~records and
recording and forecasting maintain
Quantitative
forecasting stability
Belobo &  Pelser | South Africa
Cash forecasts and pank
2014 Improve cash flow
¢ ) P Case study relations  improve financial
stability in SMEs
health
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Bodunrin (2016) Nigeria Extending payables,
Examine receivables/payables
. Survey controlling variable costs
strategies
enhances liquidity
Deligero & Ballados | Philippines Assess liquidity
Monitoring  inflows/outflows
(2025) management practices Survey o . .
maintains operational continuity
Hamza et al. (2015) Not specified Explore treasury and Digital tools and optimal
forecasting tools Mixed methods cash policies improve cash
flow
Islam & Khan, (2024) | Bangladesh Investigate SME cash Cash flow targets,
flow challenges Quantitative budgeting,  government
schemes important
Lucko (2016) Not specified Study  billing and Early billing, payment
collection strategies Survey monitoring,  forecasting
crucial
Marivate (2014) South Africa Examine financial Training improves
Qualitative
literacy in SMEs financial decision-making
Nasimiyu (2024) Kenya Identify cash flow tools Technology adoption
and forecasting Survey supports liquidity
planning
Odeyinka et al. (2003) | Nigeria Investigate Delayed payables, cash
construction cash Case study reserve misuse threaten
delays stability
Odonkor et al. (2024) | Ghana Examine cash flow Cash reserves and digital
Quantitative
optimisation tools strengthen cash flow
Okeke (2024) Nigeria Explore dynamic cash flow Rolling  budgets  help
forecasting Survey manage seasonal
fluctuations
Okello et al. (2024) Uganda Cash planning prevents
Assess budgeting an{ Mixed methods shortages and signals early
planning effectiveness financial threats
Przychocka et al. | Poland Assess liquidity and | digital Modern tools and cost
(2024) adoption Survey optimisation improve
liquidity
Salamah (2023) Indonesia Budgeting, risk
Explore financial plan Mixed methods management, and
SMEs forecasting improve
stability
Tumukunde et al, | Uganda Evaluate working Receivables, inventory
(2024) capital practices control, and cost reduction
Assess financial are key
Survey
planning and digital Technology improves
tool usage efficiency but adoption
uneven
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Ukwueze & | Nigeria Examine SME cash flow Budgeting, technology,
Ugwuodo (2024) strategies Survey payables management
vital
Urefe et al. (2024) Zimbabwe Study financial literacy Performance improves
and planning Survey with financial planning
and training
Varchenko (2025) Ukraine Analyse  risk  and Technology, forecasting,
diversified financing Mixed methods risk planning enhance
resilience
Vismaya & Sandhya | India Assess digital cash flow Tech improves accuracy
Quantitative
(2025) tools and decision-making
Yohanis (2023) Indonesia Investigate cost control
f depreciation Variable cost rey
Survey
depreciation met]
strengthen liquidity
Zendrato & Octafian | Indonesia Explore micro-business Simple tools and
(2025) cash practices Case study monitoring improve cash
stability

2.4. Data Screening

To address the research topic, data extraction entailed methodically gathering pertinent data
from the chosen studies. The procedure was crucial for combining data, comparing results from
various investigations, and guaranteeing the authenticity and dependability of the conclusions
reached after the review (14). This methodical approach to data extraction also guarantees a clear and
repeatable review process (25). The review yielded a total of 3,238 articles retrieved from the Herzing
Publish or Perish database, which were then screened. These articles were exported from the Herzing
Publish or Perish database onto Mendeley. This helped to identify and remove duplicate studies
which were 1158; 2080 studies were screened; studies which were excluded for irrelevant focus were
1381; studies excluded as they were not available in English were 146; studies before 1996 were 20;
studies screened by title and abstracts were 319; studies not retrieved were 249; full texts accessed for
eligibility were 70 and full texts removed for other reasons were 46. Following the screening process,
the review yielded a final sample size of 24 peer-reviewed articles deemed pertinent to the study. The
review procedure facilitated the extraction of pertinent data from the selected research, ensuring
accuracy and consistency to prevent the inclusion of irrelevant information. This also helped in
confirming the authenticity of the sources used. See the illustrated process of selecting studies in
Figure 1 of the PRISMA diagram.
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Figure 1. A PRISMA flow diagram Literature search and retrieval process Source: Page et al. (2021). BM] 2021;
372:n71.

3. Findings and Discussion

3.1. Findings

Findings from the twenty-four (24) reviewed articles show that eight (8) main themes emerged
on the existing strategies for cash flow management. Table 3 below is a summary of findings on
existing strategies on cash flow management, which were grouped into themes in alignment with the
main research question namely, “What are the existing strategies in cash flow management for SMEs
in South Africa?”

The themes include cash flow forecasting and planning, budgeting and cost control techniques,
working capital management, digital tools and financial technology, managerial competence and
financial training, government programs, risk management, and the application of depreciation
techniques are some of these subjects.

Table 3. Summary of themes and sub-themes from the review.

Number of
Themes/Patterns Sub-themes ) Studies
studies
1. Regular cash e Cash flow targets 16 e Ahmad, 2016
flow e Projecting e Ambrocio et al,
forecasting inflows/outflows 2025,
and planning e Cash budgets
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e Rolling budgets

e Dynamic forecasting
models

e Cash planning and
budgeting

¢ TFinancial planning

e Liquidity forecasting

Aren & Sibindi,
2014

Athia et al., 2023
Deligero and
Ballados, 2025
Hamza et al., 2015,
Islam & Khan,
2024

Nasimiyu, 2024
Okello et al., 2024
Okeke, 2024
Salamah, 2023
Tumukunde et al.,
2024

Ukwueze &
Ugwuodo, 2024
Urefe et al., 2024
Vismaya and
Sandhya, 2025
Yohanis, 2023
2. Budgeting and e Reviewing variable 12 Ahmad, 2016
cost  control costs Ambrocio et al.,
strategies e Budgeting 2025
¢ Cost planning Belobo and Pelser,
e Understanding 2014
revenue and cost Bodunrin, 2016
structures Hamza et al., 2015
e Cost-cutting Islam & Khan,
e Cost analysis 2024
Okello et al., 2024
Salamah, 2023
Tumukunde et al.,
2024
Ukwueze &
Ugwuodo, 2024
Urefe et al., 2024
Yohanis, 2023
e Working e Managing 15 Ahmad, 2016
capital receivables/payables Ambrocio et al,
management e Extending payables 2025
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Early payment
incentives

Clear payment terms
Credit policy

Inventory control

Aren and
Sibindi, 2014
Belobo and Pelser,
2014

Bodunrin, 2016
Islam & Khan,
2024

Lucko, 2016
Odeyinka et al,
2003

Okello et al., 2024
Odonkor et al,
2024

Tumukunde et al.,
2024

Ukwueze &
Ugwuodo, 2024
Varchenko, 2025
Yohanis, 2023

3.

Digital tools
and financial

technology

Use of technology
Accounting software
Mobile banking
Automated systems
Digital dashboards
Fintech tools

Digital monitoring

15

Hamza et al., 2015
Islam & Khan,
2024

Lucko, 2016
Nasimiyu, 2024
Okeke, 2024
Przychocka et al.,
2024

Salamah, 2023
Tumukunde et al.,
2024

Ukwueze &
Ugwuodo, 2024
Urefe et al., 2024
Varchenko, 2025
Vismaya and
Sandhya, 2025
Yohanis, 2023
Zendrato and
Octafian 2025

4.

Financial

training and

Financial literacy
Understanding costs
& revenues

Capacity building

Marivate, 2014
Salamah, 2023
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managerial Managerial skills Tumukunde et al.,
competence development 2024
Record keeping Urefe et al., 2024
Zendrato and
Octafian, 2025
5. Government Use of government ° Belobo and Pelser,
schemes sc.hem?s . 2014
Diversifying Islam & Khan,
financing sources 2024
Varchenko, 2025
6. Risk Financial risk analysis 10 Ahmad, 2016
management Internal controls Ambrocio et al,
Delayed payments; 2005
Fraud prevention Hamza et al., 2015
Currency risk Islam & Khan,
Risk planning 2024
e Lucko, 2016
¢ Nasimiyu, 2024
e Odeyinka et al,
2003
e DPrzychocka et al,
2024
e Salamah, 2023,
Varchenko 2025
e Yohanis, 2023
7. Using * Use of depreciation 1 e Yohanis, 2023
depreciation methods for financial
methods planning

3.2. Discussion

The findings highlight the need for efficient cash flow management for SMEs aiming for long-
term sustainability and financial stability. Strategies like accurate cash flow forecasting, disciplined
budgeting, cost control, and effective inventory, payables, and receivables management are essential
for maintaining liquidity, according to evidence from the evaluated research. When combined, these
strategies improve supplier relationships, increase operational performance, facilitate prompt
decision-making, and lower the risk of financial crisis.

Furthermore, the use of risk-management techniques, the use of government assistance
programs, and the deployment of digital financial technologies all contribute to increased resilience
by allowing companies to adjust to changing and unpredictable market conditions. Together, these
tactics provide a thorough framework that promotes steady cash flows, optimizes resource allocation,
and boosts overall financial performance. SMEs that regularly use these strategies are better able to
maintain their sustainability and competitiveness. While all eight themes provide valuable insights,
it is important to recognize that certain strategies, such as government schemes and depreciation
methods, though effective, are not consistently applied across successful cases. However, when used
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appropriately, these methods can also contribute to improved profitability for SMEs (2). Therefore,
the integration of all eight themes offers a robust and well-rounded foundation as discussed below
for developing strong and effective cash flow management strategies.

3.2.1. Cash Flow Forecasting and Planning

Cash flow forecasting helps SMEs anticipate periods of surplus or shortage, enabling timely
financial decisions according to Okello et al. (21). Planning ensures optimal cash balances, reduces
liquidity risk, and supports business continuity, particularly during short-term financial pressure.

3.2.2. Budgeting and Cost Control Strategy

Budgeting promotes disciplined spending, improves supplier relationships, and prevents
misuse of funds (21). Effective cost control aligns expenses with income, preserves cash reserves, and
enhances operational efficiency and long-term financial sustainability.

3.2.3. Working Capital Management

Working capital management improves liquidity through clear payment terms, timely
invoicing, inventory control, and prioritized supplier payments (12). These practices reduce cash flow
disruptions and help SMEs maintain operational continuity.

3.2.4. Digital Tools and Financial Technology

Digital financial tools enhance accuracy, speed, and transparency in cash flow management (9;
27). Automation and real-time reporting support informed decision-making, forecasting, and
proactive liquidity control.

3.2.5. Risk Management

Risk management protects cash flow by identifying and mitigating financial, operational, and
market threats (15; 22). Internal controls and proactive planning reduce losses, safeguard assets, and
support business continuity.

3.2.6. Financial Training and Managerial Competence

Financial literacy and managerial competence enable better interpretation of financial data and
effective cash flow decisions (17; 29). These skills reduce mismanagement and strengthen overall
financial control.

3.2.7. Government Schemes

Government financial support can assist SMEs during cash shortages or economic downturns
(12). However, such schemes are best used as supplementary measures rather than primary liquidity
strategies.

3.2.8. Using the Depreciation Method

Depreciation allocates asset costs over time and improves financial reporting accuracy (28).
While important for planning, it has a limited direct effect on short-term liquidity management.

4. Limitations

In evaluating the results of this SLR, this review recognises and acknowledges a number of
limitations. Firstly, although the study synthesised a variety of cash flow management strategies from
multiple countries, the majority of the included research was conducted outside of South Africa. This
restricts the findings’ contextual relevance because financial support systems, legal frameworks, and
economic conditions differ greatly between nations. Secondly, a significant portion of the research
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relied on self-reported data from owners of SMEs, which may be biased or erroneous, particularly
when it comes to financial practices that respondents may overstate or underreport.

Additionally, the review mostly concentrated on scholarly articles, which could not have
accurately represented the actual operations of SMEs. Therefore, a more comprehensive viewpoint
might have been provided by a larger variety of materials, such as industry reports and book
chapters.

Furthermore, the research found limited empirical data that directly evaluated how specific
strategies like budgeting, forecasting, or adopting digital tools affect actual liquidity outcomes or
long-term financial stability. Instead of providing measurable financial performance metrics, most
studies emphasized the perceived importance of these strategies. This made it harder to establish
definitive causal links. Lastly, variations in study designs, sample sizes, business types, and
methodological rigor posed challenges in comparing results across sources. As a result, while the
review offers useful insights into common strategies, additional research, particularly within the
South African SMEs context, is needed to confirm the real impact of these practices on financial
performance.

5. Recommendations

The study recommends further research that can provide more specific advice for SMEs by
addressing gaps in cash flow management techniques and overall financial health. Future studies
should explore the role of technology, including financial software, digital tools, automation, and
data analytics in financial decision-making. Investigating regional differences will help to understand
how economic conditions, cultural norms, and legal frameworks influence cash flow management.
Longitudinal studies can establish long-term effects, sustainability, and effectiveness of strategies.
Examining financial literacy and training programs is important, as a lack of information remains a
major obstacle. Research should also assess access to capital and credit, as well as industry-specific
cash flow management challenges and best practices.

6. Conclusions

Effective cash flow management is a critical component of SMEs’ survival and expansion, as this
comprehensive literature review on cash flow management strategies for SMEs emphasizes. The
results imply that SMEs have a difficult time controlling their cash flows, with many turning to
unofficial methods and not having the necessary skills or resources to improve their financial
management procedures. Using financial management software, budgeting, and cash flow
forecasting are some of the key strategies that were found. The cash flow of SMEs can be directly
affected by their difficulties in controlling seasonality and obtaining finance.

The study findings show that effective cash flow management is crucial for reducing financial
risks and guaranteeing that SMEs can continue to operate even in unpredictable times. The study
emphasises that SME owners need to make investments in developing financial literacy and putting
proactive cash flow management techniques into practice in order to boost their long-term survival.
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