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Abstract: This study conducts a systematic literature review to examine how 
digital payment adoption, particularly QR-based systems and e-wallets, relates 

to SME financial performance through operational efficiency. Previous studies 

have largely examined the direct relationship between digital payment adoption 

and financial performance, while the role of operational efficiency as an 

explanatory mechanism remains insufficiently synthesized. Guided by the 

SPAR-4-SLR and PRISMA frameworks, the review analyzed 29 peer-reviewed 

English-language articles published between 2020 and 2026 from Scopus, Web 

of Science, ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, and Emerald Insight. The synthesis 

reveals that digital payment adoption enhances operational efficiency by 

accelerating transaction processing, reducing administrative costs, improving 

financial accuracy, and strengthening transaction records. However, evidence 

on the direct effect of digital payment adoption on financial performance 
remains mixed, suggesting that adoption alone does not automatically generate 

financial gains. The originality of this study lies in synthesizing fragmented 

evidence and positioning operational efficiency as a central explanatory 

mechanism linking digital payment adoption to SME financial performance. 

The review is limited to English-language peer-reviewed articles and may not 

capture relevant studies in other languages or publication formats. The findings 

imply that SME managers, policymakers, and fintech providers should focus not 

only on adoption but also on operational integration, digital capability 

development, and the development of supportive infrastructure. 
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1. Introduction  

The rapid expansion of digital technologies has fundamentally altered the global economic landscape, 

reshaping how financial transactions are initiated, processed, and recorded. Among these transformations, 

digital payment systems have emerged as a cornerstone of financial innovation, enabling faster, safer, and 
more transparent transactions across developed and developing economies. Global evidence shows that the 

shift toward digital payments is not merely a technological trend but a major change in financial behavior. 

According to the World Bank’s Global Findex evidence, two-thirds of adults worldwide now make or receive 
digital payments, while the share in developing economies increased from 35% in 2014 to 57% in 2021. This 

global expansion demonstrates the growing importance of digital payment systems in financial inclusion, 

business transactions, and economic resilience. The proliferation of mobile payment platforms, quick response 

(QR) codes, and electronic wallets has therefore accelerated the transition toward cashless economies, reduced 
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reliance on physical currency, and redefined operational norms for businesses of different sizes (Alfiana 

Mokoginta & Sendjaja, 2025; Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2022; Niankara & Traoret, 2023). 

For small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which form the backbone of most developing 
economies, these technological changes are especially significant. Digital payment systems provide practical 

solutions to reduce transaction costs, improve financial documentation, increase transaction transparency, and 

expand access to digital financial services. These benefits are important because SMEs often face constraints 

such as informal record-keeping, limited access to finance, and operational inefficiencies. By enabling more 
traceable and efficient transactions, digital payment adoption can support the financial resilience and 

operational sustainability of SMEs (Alsa et al., 2025; Sutrisno & Nainggolan, 2025). Therefore, examining 

how digital payment adoption contributes to SME financial performance is timely and important, particularly 
in emerging economies where digital financial inclusion continues to expand. 

 Globally, the growth of QR-based payments, mobile wallets, and interoperable payment systems 

reflects a wider shift toward cashless and financially inclusive economies (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2022; 
Niankara & Traoret, 2023). Indonesia is used in this review as an illustrative context because QRIS represents 

a national effort to standardize QR-based payments, reduce payment-system fragmentation, and support SME 

participation in the digital economy (Isma Nurrokhim et al., 2025). Therefore, QRIS is not treated as the sole 

focus of the study but as an example of how emerging economies institutionalize digital payment adoption to 
improve SME efficiency and financial inclusion. 

Despite the documented promise of digital payments, the scholarly literature presents a more complex 

picture. Several studies show that digital payment adoption is associated with stronger financial performance, 
including higher revenue, profitability, and liquidity management (Utami, 2025; Zakariya & Arifin, 2025). 

Digital payments also generate transaction data that can support financial planning and strategic decision-

making (Chen & Xiao, 2025). However, other findings suggest that adoption does not automatically improve 

financial outcomes, indicating that the relationship is conditional rather than purely direct (Zakariya & Arifin, 
2025). These contradictions may be explained by differences in digital literacy, infrastructure quality, 

managerial capability, and the extent to which digital payments are integrated into daily operations (Kahveci, 

2025; R. Ly & Ly, 2024; Yuwono et al., 2024). Studies that consider operational efficiency, transaction cost 
reduction, innovation, or credit access provide a clearer explanation of how digital payment adoption translates 

into financial outcomes (Bindeeba et al., 2025; Saleh et al., 2025; Sipayung, 2025). Therefore, these mixed 

findings suggest the need to examine operational efficiency and contextual moderators more systematically. 
Operational efficiency is selected as the primary mediating mechanism because it represents the most 

immediate pathway through which digital payment adoption can influence SME financial performance. While 

factors such as innovation, digital literacy, credit access, and infrastructure also matter, they mainly function 

as supporting or contextual conditions (Bindeeba et al., 2025; Sipayung, 2025). Digital payment systems 
directly improve internal operations by automating transactions, reducing cash-handling costs, shortening 

reconciliation time, and improving the accuracy of financial records (Go et al., 2025; Yudianto & Latte, 2026). 

These improvements strengthen operational efficiency, which is essential for SMEs because cost control, 
transaction speed, and accurate records are closely linked to competitiveness and sustainability (Rahmawaty1, 

2025; Saleh et al., 2025; Zakariya & Arifin, 2025). 

The state of the art shows three main streams of research. The first focuses on determinants of adoption, 
such as perceived usefulness, trust, ease of use, financial habits, user capability, and social influence in QRIS, 

e-wallet, and mobile payment acceptance (Fauziah et al., 2025; B. Ly et al., 2025; Sutrisno & Nainggolan, 

2025). The second examines digitalization and SME performance, showing that digital transformation 

improves competitiveness and sustainability when supported by managerial capability, digital orientation, and 
process integration (Calderon-Monge & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2024; Escoz Barragan & Becker, 2025; Kahveci, 

2025). The third focuses on operational efficiency and financial outcomes, showing that QRIS and e-wallet 

adoption can reduce transaction costs, improve accounting accuracy, and enhance financial efficiency 
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(Aristyanto et al., 2025). However, these studies often examine separate relationships rather than integrating 

digital payment adoption, operational efficiency, and financial performance into one framework. 

Previous review-based studies have advanced the literature but remain broad in scope. (Calderon-
Monge & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2024) reviewed digitalization in business and management, while Yuwono et al. 

(2024) reviewed ICT in SMEs. Alsa et al. (2025) focused on digital payments and financial inclusion, and 

Alfiana Mokoginta & Sendjaja (2025) examined digital payment trends and policy implications in Indonesia. 

However, these reviews do not specifically synthesize operational efficiency as the mechanism linking digital 
payment adoption to SME financial performance. 

The theoretical foundation of this study integrates Transaction Cost Theory, the Resource-Based View 

(RBV), and technology adoption theories into a single explanatory framework. TAM and UTAUT explain the 
initial adoption stage by clarifying why SMEs accept digital payment systems, particularly through perceived 

usefulness, ease of use, trust, social influence, and facilitating conditions (R. Ly & Ly, 2024). However, 

adoption theories alone do not sufficiently explain how the use of digital payments leads to financial outcomes 
after implementation. Transaction Cost Theory addresses this post-adoption process by explaining how digital 

payments reduce transaction and coordination costs through faster payment processing, lower cash-handling 

expenses, and improved transaction records (Calderon-Monge & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2024). The RBV then 

extends the explanation by showing that these technological resources generate value only when they are 
embedded into organizational routines and converted into internal capabilities, particularly operational 

efficiency (Escoz Barragan & Becker, 2025). Thus, the three theoretical perspectives are complementary: 

TAM and UTAUT explain adoption, Transaction Cost Theory explains efficiency gains, and RBV explains 
how efficiency becomes a capability that supports financial performance. Together, these theories justify the 

study’s structural framework in which digital payment adoption influences financial performance through 

operational efficiency. 

The scientific novelty of this article lies in its systematic synthesis of operational efficiency as the 
central explanatory mechanism in the relationship between digital payment adoption and SME financial 

performance. Unlike previous studies that primarily examine direct effects or determinants of adoption 

(Fauziah et al., 2025; R. Ly & Ly, 2024; Utami, 2025), this review positions operational efficiency as the 
mechanism by which digital payments may generate financial value. The novelty is not in statistically testing 

mediation using primary data, but in synthesizing existing evidence to clarify the adoption–efficiency–

performance pathway. In addition, this article identifies convergence, contradictions, and boundary conditions 
in the literature, including digital literacy, technological infrastructure, managerial capability, access to 

finance, and institutional support (Bindeeba et al., 2025; Kahveci, 2025). This synthesis provides a more 

integrated explanation of why digital payment adoption produces different financial outcomes across SMEs 

and contexts. 
Several gaps in the existing literature motivate this study. Prior empirical work is largely fragmented, 

focusing on isolated bilateral associations rather than the complete value-creation chain from digital payment 

adoption through operational efficiency to financial performance. Systematic reviews in this domain are 
scarce; there is little evidence of them, and those that are conducted may be narrative and not based on a 

protocol, which reduces replicability and cumulative learning (Kraus et al., 2020; Paul et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, a synthesis of contextual boundary conditions, such as users' digital literacy, managerial 
capability, and infrastructure quality, that determine whether efficiency gains are realized and translated into 

financial performance, has not been systematically synthesized. 

The present study addresses these gaps by conducting a systematic literature review (SLR) of peer-

reviewed papers published between 2020 and 2026. The central research question guiding this review is: Does 
operational efficiency mediate the association between the adoption of digital payment and the financial 

performance of SMEs, and what contextual factors moderate this mediation?” The study aims to (1) examine 

the effect of digital payment adoption on operational efficiency of SMEs; (2) test the link between operational 
efficiency and financial performance; and (3) test the mediation of the relationship between digital payment 
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adoption and financial outcomes by operational efficiency. This paper aims to bridge gaps across existing 

empirical studies by logically integrating current findings and identifying the mechanisms of digital 

transformation in SMEs, offering evidence-based support to managers, policymakers, and fintech providers. 
This article contributes to the literature by systematically reviewing and synthesizing peer-reviewed 

studies on digital payment adoption, operational efficiency, and SME financial performance. Specifically, it 

clarifies how digital payment adoption influences operational efficiency, how operational efficiency 

contributes to financial performance, and how contextual factors shape the adoption–efficiency–performance 
relationship (Chen & Xiao, 2025; Yudianto & Latte, 2026). Theoretically, this study advances the literature by 

integrating Transaction Cost Theory, the Resource-Based View, and technology adoption perspectives into a 

review-based explanatory framework. This integration provides a clearer understanding of operational 
efficiency as the central mechanism through which digital payment adoption can generate financial value for 

SMEs. In practical terms, the study offers insights for SME managers, policymakers, financial institutions, and 

fintech providers by emphasizing that the benefits of digital payment adoption depend not merely on 
technology uptake but also on process integration, digital capability development, infrastructure readiness, 

access to finance, and institutional support. 

 

2. Literature Review 
2.1 Digital Payment Adoption among SMEs 

    Digital payment adoption involves utilizing electronic payment systems such as QR codes, mobile 
wallets, and other cashless transaction platforms for business transactions. The importance of digital payment 

systems for SMEs has grown as they offer a more secure, traceable, and quick payment process. (Fauziah et 

al., 2025; B. Ly et al., 2025; Sutrisno & Nainggolan, 2025) reported in previous studies that some of the 

reasons SMEs use digital payment systems are perceived usefulness, ease of use, transaction convenience,  
customer demand, customer trust, and availability of supporting infrastructure. In emerging economies, the 

adoption of digital payment is also closely associated with financial inclusion, as it helps small businesses to 

have more active participation in the formal financial system (Alsa et al., 2025; Niankara & Traoret, 2023). 
     However, the uptake of digital payments does not necessarily bring financial rewards. Some SMEs 

use digital payment methods solely as transaction instruments and do not include them in accounting, financial 

planning, or management. The mixed results of the direct impact of the adoption of digital payment on the 

financial performance of SMEs are explained by this. This accounts for the mixed results of the direct impact 
of the adoption of digital payment on the financial performance of SMEs reported in the previous studies (Gao 

et al., 2023; Zakariya & Arifin, 2025). Thus, the internal mechanisms that digital payment adoption can create 

value need to be explored. 

2.2 Operational Efficiency 

     Operational efficiency is the ability of a company or business to perform business functions more 

efficiently and effectively, with the advantage of operating at lower costs, faster rates, and lower error rates. In 
SMEs, operational efficiency becomes an important aspect because small businesses tend to have limited 

resources, both financial, technological, and managerial. By being efficient, SMEs can cut down on 

unnecessary expenses, speed up transactions, enhance financial control, and optimize resource allocation 

(Rahmiyati et al., 2024). 
     Digital payment systems can enhance operational efficiency by automating transaction processes, 

minimizing manual cash handling, accelerating the reconciliation process, and ensuring financial records are 

more accurate (Go et al., 2025; Isma Nurrokhim et al., 2025; Yudianto & Latte, 2026). Automated transaction 
records also make it more transparent and less prone to the mistakes often associated with informal or manual 

bookkeeping systems. Digital payment technologies, as studied by Saleh et al. (2025) and Zakariya & Arifin 

(2025), can often boost the efficiency of SMEs by streamlining operations and simplifying financial 
management. The operational efficiency thus offers a rational basis for how digital payment can go beyond 

technology use and become a business improvement tool. 
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2.3 SME Financial Performance 

SME financial performance is the level of performance in terms of positive financial outcomes that 

include profitability, growth of revenue, liquidity, cost reduction, and financial sustainability of the Small and 
Medium Enterprises. Good financial results help SMEs to withstand competitive pressure in the market, 

increase their business, and obtain external funding. Based on the previous research, the efficiency of the 

business is significantly related to the financial performance of SMEs, as efficient businesses can control 

costs, improve margins, and utilize resources effectively (Chen & Xiao, 2025; Rahmiyati et al., 2024). 
Digital payment services can help enhance the financial performance of SMEs by increasing the 

transparency of transactions and creating accurate financial records. These records can also aid in financial 

planning and help lenders gauge the worth of the business more accurately, which can make it easier to access 
credit, monitor cash flow, and plan for financial growth (Chen & Xiao, 2025). However, the connection 

between the adoption of digital money and financial results is contradictory in various studies. Despite the 

positive findings on the increase in revenue, profitability, and financial sustainability, other studies have 
demonstrated that adoption of IMTA cannot be achieved without internal capabilities and appropriate 

contextual conditions (Gao et al., 2023; Zakariya & Arifin, 2025). 

2.4 Theoretical Foundations 

 This study is based on the theories of Transaction Cost Theory, Resource-Based View, and technology 
adaptation theory. The Transaction Cost Theory would suggest that companies can increase their performance 

by minimizing transaction, coordination, and information processing costs. Digital payment systems can help 

facilitate this process by decreasing the cost of payment processing, which limits the chance of mistakes, and 
enhancing the verification of payments (Calderon-Monge & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2024). 

According to the Resource-Based View, technology can only be a source of competitive advantage 

when it is unique, valuable, rare, and costly to imitate. The Resource-Based View states that technology does 

not necessarily provide a competitive advantage. In contrast, digital technologies are only useful when they are 
integrated into organizational processes and practices and become internal competencies (Escoz Barragan & 

Becker, 2025). In this study, operational efficiency is regarded as one of the important internal capabilities that 

can facilitate the conversion of acceptance of digital payments into the financial performance of SMEs. 
Several technology adoption theories, including TAM and UTAUT, can be used to explain the rationale 

behind SMEs' adoption of digital payment systems. These theories highlight variables like perceived 

usefulness, ease of use, trust, social influence, and facilitating conditions (B. Ly et al., 2025). These theories, 
however, largely account for adoption-related behaviors and offer little insight into post-adoption outcomes. 

Thus, the use of technology adoption theories augmented by the Transaction Cost Theory and the Resource-

Based View can provide a more robust explanation of the relationship between the adoption of digital 

payments and financial performance as a result of operational efficiency. 

2.5 Conceptual Link among Digital Payment Adoption, Operational Efficiency, and SME Financial 

Performance 

Literature indicates that the adoption of digital payment can be a driver of improved financial 
performance for SMEs through operational efficiency. The first benefit of digital payment systems is that 

digital systems promote important benefits in internal processes, such as faster transaction speed, lower 

administrative expenses, better financial record accuracy, and increased transparency (Bindeeba et al., 2025; 
Rahmiyati et al., 2024; Yudianto & Latte, 2026). The operational enhancement, in turn, leads to better 

financial performance, such as profitability, sustainability, and increased access to finance (Chen & Xiao, 

2025; Zakariya & Arifin, 2025). 

Meanwhile, there are contextual factors that influence this pathway. The benefits of SMEs' digital 
payment adoption can be strengthened or weakened by digital literacy, infrastructure quality, managerial 

capability, access to credit, and institutional support (Kahveci, 2025; Niankara & Traoret, 2023; Yuwono et 

al., 2024). Hence, this review asserts that within the context of the digital payment adoption and SME 

mailto:jmet@skillerindonesia.com


 

 

 

Journal of Management, Entrepreneurship 

and Tourism 
https://skillerindonesia.id/index.php/jmet 

 

Vol. 4, No. 2 :July 2026 

E-ISSN: 3024-9899 

pp 142-157 
Email:jmet@skillerindonesia.com 

 

JMET Vol. 4, No.2 (July 2026) 

 
 

Copyright © 2026, The Authors                                                                                                                                   |147  
 

financial performance relationship, the intermediary mechanism is operational efficiency, which is understood 

to be affected by contextual boundary conditions. 

 

3. Research Method  
The study employs a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) as its research design. Unlike primary data 

collection studies, the SLR does not collect data directly from respondents or field settings; instead, it 
systematically identifies, screens, and synthesizes findings from published, peer-reviewed literature. The 

method was chosen for its ability to produce a structured, transparent, and replicable synthesis of available 

empirical and theoretical research while reducing selection bias (Kraus et al., 2020; Paul et al., 2021). 
The review protocol is based on the SPAR-4-SLR framework proposed by Paul et al. (2021), which 

outlines the scientific procedures and rationale for conducting a systematic literature review in management 

and business research. To ensure transparency in the identification, screening, and inclusion of studies, the 

study follows the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines 
(De Cassai et al., 2025). The review process went through four stages: identification, screening, eligibility 

assessment, and final inclusion. 

2.1 Research Design 
This study adopts a qualitative, non-experimental research design, consistent with the systematic review 

methodology. There is no primary data collected from people, experiments, or field observations. The unit of 

analysis is the peer-reviewed journal article, not individuals or organizations. The study aims to synthesize and 
integrate existing evidence to formulate a theoretically grounded model of the relationship among digital 

payment adoption, operational efficiency, and the financial performance of SMEs, making this design well-

suited to the study. 

An SLR is appropriate for this study because the existing evidence on digital payment adoption, 
operational efficiency, and SME financial performance is fragmented, making a structured synthesis necessary 

to identify patterns, contradictions, and explanatory mechanisms across prior studies. 

2.2 Population and Sample 
This population of this review comprises all peer-reviewed journal articles addressing digital payment 

adoption, operational efficiency, and financial performance of SMEs from 2020 to 2026. Five major academic 

databases were used for searches: Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, and Emerald Insight. 

The databases chosen were those that provide detailed coverage of high-quality journals in the field of 
business and management and financial technology research (Supriani et al., 2023). The initial database search 

identified 212 records. After duplicate removal, title and abstract screening, full-text eligibility assessment, 

and quality appraisal, 29 peer-reviewed articles met the inclusion criteria and were included in the final 
synthesis. 

2.3 Search Strategy and Inclusion Criteria 

A comprehensive literature search was conducted using the following Boolean query applied 
consistently across all five databases:(Digital payment OR QRIS OR mobile payment OR e-wallet) AND 

(SMEs OR MSMEs OR small business) AND (financial performance OR profitability OR firm performance) 

AND (operational efficiency OR process efficiency OR cost efficiency) The studies included in the analysis 

met the following criteria: (1) peer-reviewed journal articles, (2) written in English, (3) published between 
2020 and 2026, (4) the primary unit of analysis was SMEs or MSMEs, (5) the focus was on digital payment  

systems, including QRIS, e-wallets, or mobile payments, and (6) a digital object identifier (DOI) was available 

in addition to complete bibliographic information. Studies with no DOIs, incomplete metadata, or duplicate 
papers were excluded, as were studies that were not substantively related to the key constructs of digital 

payment adoption, operational efficiency, or financial performance, respectively. 

2.4 Screening and Quality Appraisal 
The selection process was divided into four steps in accordance with PRISMA guidelines. The initial 

database search identified 212 records from Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, and 
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Emerald Insight. After removing 35 duplicate records, 177 records remained for title and abstract screening. 

During this stage, 93 records were excluded because they were not directly related to digital payment 

adoption, operational efficiency, SME financial performance, or the review's objectives. Therefore, 84 articles 
were retained for full-text eligibility assessment. 

At the full-text assessment stage, 55 articles were excluded for failing to meet the inclusion criteria. The 

reasons for exclusion included limited methodological clarity, incomplete bibliographic information, absence 

of a DOI, weak relevance to the key constructs, or insufficient focus on SMEs. As a result, 29 peer-reviewed 
articles met all inclusion criteria and were included in the final systematic literature review.  

All 29 included studies underwent a quality appraisal procedure adapted from systematic review 

standards in management research (De Cassai et al., 2025; Kraus et al., 2020; Paul et al., 2021). Each article 
was assessed using four criteria: clarity of research design, appropriateness of variable measurement, 

analytical rigor, and relevance to the study constructs. Each criterion was scored using a three-point scale: 2 = 

clearly met, 1 = partially met, and 0 = not met. Thus, each article could obtain a maximum score of 8. Articles 
scoring 6–8 were classified as high quality and retained; articles scoring 4–5 were retained only when they 

were directly relevant to the review objectives; and articles scoring below 4 were excluded. This procedure 

ensured that the final synthesis was based on studies with acceptable methodological clarity, analytical 

relevance, and substantive alignment with digital payment adoption, operational efficiency, and SME financial 
performance. 

2.5 Data Extraction 

A structured data extraction process was conducted for each of the 29 selected articles using a 
standardized extraction form. The form was developed before data extraction to ensure consistency across all 

reviewed studies. The extracted information included author(s), year of publication, country or regional 

context, research method, main variables examined, analytical approach, and principal findings. Each article 

was coded based on its contribution to the review's three analytical themes: digital payment adoption, 
operational efficiency, and SME financial performance. The extracted data were then organized into a 

synthesis matrix to support cross-study comparison and thematic interpretation, with selected results presented 

in Table 1 in the Results and Discussion section. 

2.6 Data Analysis Techniques 

Data analysis was conducted using a thematic synthesis approach, following Donthu et al. (2021), to 

integrate findings from studies with heterogeneous methodological designs. The thematic synthesis process 
involves three steps: (1) Descriptive themes: line-by-line coding of findings from each included study; (2) 

Analytical themes: the process of relating and comparing the descriptive themes across studies; and (3) 

Synthesized interpretive model: the process of developing a model that transcends the content of the included 

studies to create a new theory. 
Thematic synthesis was used in this study in three analytical threads that aligned with the research 

objectives, namely (a) the effect of digital payment adoption on operational efficiency, (b) operational 

efficiency and SMEs’ financial performance, and (c) the mediating role of operational efficiency in the 
relationship between digital payment adoption and financial performance of small and medium-sized 

enterprises. Each included study was coded by the type of evidence it contributed to one or more of the above 

threads, and the results of individual studies were systematically compared to detect patterns, contradictions, 
and contextual moderators. 

In addition to thematic synthesis, a descriptive profile of the reviewed studies was prepared to 

summarize the distribution of articles by publication year, geographical context, and research method. No 

specialized bibliometric software was used, as the purpose was not to conduct citation mapping, co-authorship 
analysis, keyword co-occurrence analysis, or network visualization. Instead, simple descriptive categorization 

was applied to provide an overview of the reviewed literature, identify dominant research contexts, and 

highlight methodological concentrations and gaps in the evidence base. The first author first conducted the 
thematic synthesis and descriptive profiling, and then the co-authors reviewed them to reduce subjectivity and 
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improve consistency. To evaluate agreement, the co-authors independently checked the coding categories, 

extracted themes, and interpreted the study findings against the original articles. Any differences in 

interpretation were discussed until consensus was reached. This validation process helped ensure that the final 
themes accurately reflected the reviewed evidence and that the synthesis was credible, transparent, and 

reproducible. 

A multi-database search strategy was conducted, clearly documented, and systematically appraised, 

using a predefined protocol and consistent inclusion criteria, reducing the risk of selection and interpretation 
bias (Paul et al., 2021). One limitation of this study is that it may not include relevant studies published in 

languages other than English or in book or monograph form. Furthermore, methodological differences 

between the studies included in the review and differences in measurement instruments could limit the ability 
to draw direct inferences across studies, which is partly addressed by the thematic synthesis rather than the 

meta-analysis. 

2.7 Research Flow 

 
Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram of the Study Selection Process 
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4. Result and Discussion 

4.1  Overview of Reviewed Studies 

The final sample of 29 peer-reviewed articles spans both empirical and review-based contributions 

published between 2020 and 2026. The literature is mainly focused on the emerging-economy context, 

particularly in Indonesia, where digital payment services have experienced rapid growth, including QRIS and 
mobile wallet platforms (Fauziah et al., 2025; Sutrisno & Nainggolan, 2025; Yudianto & Latte, 2026). 

Methodologically, the sample includes quantitative analyses, conceptual models, and systematic reviews, 

which help incorporate a wide range of evidence to synthesize the analysis comparatively (Calderon-Monge & 

Ribeiro-Soriano, 2024; Yuwono et al., 2024). Three constructs are investigated: Digital Payment Adoption, 
Operational Efficiency, and Financial Performance. A summary of the ten most representative studies from the 

literature reviewed is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Summary of Selected Prior Studies on Digital Payment Adoption, Operational Efficiency, and 
Financial Performance 

No Authors & Year Variables Examined Key Findings 

1 Bindeeba et al. 
(2025) 

Digital process 
integration, operational 

efficiency, sustainability, 

and credit access 

Operational efficiency significantly mediates the 
relationship between digital integration and 

sustainability; credit access strengthens this effect.  

2 Saleh et al. 
(2025). 

Digital technology 
adoption, operational 

efficiency 

Digital adoption significantly improves SME 
operational efficiency through process 

optimization.  

3 Isma Nurrokhim 
et al. (2025) 

QRIS adoption, 
transaction costs, 

efficiency 

QRIS reduces transaction costs and enhances 
operational efficiency in SMEs. 

4 Aristyanto et al. 

(2025). 

Digital payment 

adoption, financial 
accuracy, and accounting 

efficiency 

Digital payments improve accounting accuracy 

and financial management efficiency.  

5 Yudianto & Latte 
(2026) 

Digital payment 
adoption, financial 

efficiency 

Digital payment systems significantly enhance 
financial efficiency, especially in rural SMEs.  

6 Rahmiyati et al. 
(2024). 

Operational efficiency, 
profitability, and 

financial sustainability 

Operational efficiency has a strong positive effect 
on financial sustainability and firm performance. 

7 Gao et al. (2023). Digital adoption, 

financial performance, 
and sustainability 

Digital technologies positively affect financial and 

sustainability performance through improved 
operations. 

8 Zakariya & 

Arifin (2025) 

Digital payment 

adoption, transaction 
efficiency, and financial 

performance 

Strong impact on efficiency, but mixed direct 

impact on financial performance. 

9 Sipayung (2025) Digitalization, 
operational effectiveness, 

Digitalization improves performance indirectly 
through operational effectiveness and innovation. 
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No Authors & Year Variables Examined Key Findings 

innovation, and financial 

performance.  

10 Chen & Xiao 

(2025)  

Digital payments, 

financial access, and 

credit availability  

Digital payments improve financial transparency 

and increase access to formal and informal credit.  

 

4.2 Digital Payment Adoption and Operational Efficiency  
The literature review indicates that digital payment adoption is positively correlated with operational 

efficiency. Numerous empirical studies have shown that digital payment systems can speed up transactions, 

reduce operational expenses, and enhance financial accuracy, among other key aspects of operational 

efficiency. 
The main way in which efficiency is improved is through process automation. Digital payment systems 

also eliminate the need for manual cash handling procedures, decrease the time needed for payment 

reconciliation, and allow for real-time recording of transactions, all of which help to minimize the risk of 
human error and enhance coordination among business functions (Go et al., 2025; Isma Nurrokhim et al., 

2025). (Saleh et al., 2025) measure this effect, finding that improved SME operational efficiency is closely 

related to the adoption of digital technology, with process optimization being the biggest benefit, especially in 
high-volume transactions. 

Cost reduction is a second aspect of efficiency improvement. Digital payments can reduce the need for 

costly physical cash management operations, such as transportation, security, and manual processing costs 

(Yudianto & Latte, 2026). The impact is particularly evident in rural microenterprises, which have 
traditionally been highly constrained in cash logistics. (Yudianto & Latte, 2026) discovered that the 

implementation of digital payment has tangible effects on the costs of financial management of 

microenterprises in rural Indonesia. 
A third dimension is the quality and transparency of the financial information. Automated payment 

systems produce digital records of transactions that are automatically generated and time-stamped, minimizing 

discrepancies, increasing the reliability of financial data, and making it easier to audit and track transactions 

(Aristyanto et al., 2025). This will be especially important for SMEs where financial records have traditionally 
been maintained informally, as the quality of those records will help improve cost management and planning. 

However, there is some interesting variation in the magnitude of these efficiency gains across both firms 

and contexts. The adoption translates to operational improvements to a certain extent, which is moderated by 
digital literacy, managerial competence, and the quality of digital infrastructure (Saleh et al., 2025). These 

moderation factors suggest that the adoption of digital payments is a prerequisite but not sufficient for 

achieving efficiency gains, highlighting the need for complementary organizational capabilities. 

4.3 Operational Efficiency and Financial Performance: 

The findings from the literature review clearly indicate strong, consistent support for the relationship 

between operating efficiency and the financial performance of SMEs. Operating with control, reducing 

process delays, and managing costs and financial resources efficiently regularly outperform other firms that 
are less efficient on financial indicators, such as profitability, revenue stability, and sustainability. 

The relationship between operational efficiency and profitability or financial sustainability is directly 

confirmed by Rahmiyati et al. (2024), who found that operational efficiency had a significant positive impact 
on profit and financial sustainability of SMEs. According to the theoretical basis of this finding, there are two 

theories: the Transaction Cost Theory, stating that efficiency lowers the costs of the operational transactions, 

which in turn increases margins; and the Resource-Based View, stating that efficiency is an organizational 
competence that gives a durable competitive advantage (Escoz Barragan & Becker, 2025). 
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Another indirect financial benefit of operational efficiency is its impact on financial transparency and 

data accessibility. With better financial records, SMEs have greater access to formal and informal credit 

markets, as lenders can determine their creditworthiness more accurately, as Chen & Xiao (2025) have shown. 
This greater access to external financing magnifies the direct benefits of efficiency gains on profitability, 

indicating that the efficiency–profitability relationship is not linear. 

Of course, it is not a rule that efficiency and performance have to go hand in hand. Even though several 

studies suggest otherwise, external constraints, such as high market competition or a poor regulatory 
environment, can negate the benefits of internal efficiency improvements (Calderon-Monge & Ribeiro-

Soriano, 2024). This observation echoes the notion that operational efficiency contributes to financial 

performance but is not the only factor, and that context plays a role in research and management practice. 

4.4 Operational Efficiency as a Mediating Mechanism 

The most theoretically relevant result of this review concerns the dynamics between digital payment 

adoption and financial performance. The direct effect of digital payment adoption is reported in some studies 
to be positive, but in other studies, it appears weak, inconsistent, or context-dependent. This difference is not 

an indication of contradictory evidence but a reflection of the working of an indirect path: efficiency of 

operations as the intermediary element. 

The most direct evidence for this interpretation comes from studies that explicitly model the 
intermediate variables. Operational efficiency significantly mediates the relationship between digital process 

integration and sustainability performance, and credit access serves as a reinforcing moderator in this 

relationship, as shown by Bindeeba et al. (2025). In the context of digitalization financing, similar results are 
reported in Sipayung (2025), where the positive impacts of digitalization on financial performance are 

mediated by its effects on operational efficiency and innovation. The results suggest that including mediating 

constructs in analyses may lead to underestimation or failure to capture the financial returns of digital payment 

adoption. 
The mediation mechanism aligns with both Transaction Cost Theory and the Resource-Based View. 

Digital payments also lower operational transaction costs, freeing up resources for value creation and 

positively impacting financial results from a transaction-cost perspective. Operational efficiency is the internal 
dynamic capability of firms to transform technological resources into competitive advantage and financial 

performance from an RBV perspective (Escoz Barragan & Becker, 2025). Both theories predict that the 

relationship between technology and performance will be through internal organizational processes and that 
these effects will be quite small. 

4.5 Contextual Boundary Conditions 

There are also several boundary conditions identified in the synthesis that are critical for setting the 

digital payment adoption–efficiency–performance pathway in motion, and the extent to which it moves. The 
first and most often mentioned boundary condition is digital literacy and users' ability. According to Ly et al. 

(2025), trust, perceived usability, and user competence are important factors influencing the extent of digital 

payment system usage. SMEs that are more digitally literate are much more likely to benefit from efficiency 
gains resulting from adoption. 

The second key boundary condition is technological infrastructure. Digital payment systems would 

work best if they had access to a reliable Internet connection and interoperable digital platforms. However, as 
noted by Yuwono et al. (2024), the benefits of digital adoption are limited by infrastructure challenges, 

especially in low-connectivity settings such as rural and peri-urban areas. In addition to acquiring technology, 

digital transformation must involve organizational readiness, process redesign, and strategic integration, which 

are represented by managerial capability and strategic alignment, as emphasized by Kahveci (2025). 
Financial resources are a fourth boundary condition. (Bindeeba et al., 2025) show that credit availability 

plays a moderating role between digital integration and performance, suggesting that financial constraints may 

hinder SMEs from realizing efficiency benefits by limiting their ability to invest in complementary 
capabilities. Lastly, the institutional environment is important: Natalios Peter Sipasulta et al. (2026) and 
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Niankara & Traoret (2023) emphasize the need for financial inclusion policies, the development of digital 

ecosystems, and regulatory support for SMEs to create conditions for the effective use of digital payments. 

 

5. Discussion 
5.1 Theoretical Interpretation 

The findings show that digital payment adoption should be understood not only as a technological 
change but also as a mechanism for improving SME operations. From the perspective of Transaction Cost 

Theory, digital payment systems reduce transaction-related costs by minimizing cash handling, shortening 

reconciliation time, reducing payment errors, and improving transaction records (Calderon-Monge & Ribeiro-
Soriano, 2024; Go et al., 2025; Yudianto & Latte, 2026). These improvements explain why digital payment 

adoption is frequently associated with stronger operational efficiency among SMEs. 

5.2 Operational Efficiency as a Mediating Mechanism 

The Resource-Based View explains why digital payment adoption does not always directly improve 
financial performance. Technology creates value only when it is integrated into organizational routines and 

transformed into internal capabilities (Escoz Barragan & Becker, 2025). In this review, operational efficiency 

represents the key capability through which digital payment adoption generates financial benefits. This 
explains why some studies report positive financial outcomes, while others find weak or context-dependent 

effects (Gao et al., 2023; Zakariya & Arifin, 2025). Therefore, the relationship between digital payment 

adoption and SME financial performance is better understood as indirect, operating through operational 
efficiency. 

5.3 Conceptual Contribution 

The main conceptual contribution of this review is clarifying the pathway linking digital payment 

adoption, operational efficiency, and SME financial performance. The evidence suggests that digital payment 
adoption improves transaction speed, cost control, record accuracy, and financial transparency, thereby 

contributing to profitability, sustainability, and access to finance (Bindeeba et al., 2025; Chen & Xiao, 2025; 

Rahmiyati et al., 2024). Thus, the proposed framework positions operational efficiency as the central 
mediating mechanism in the adoption–efficiency–performance relationship. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Proposed conceptual framework linking digital payment adoption, operational efficiency, and SME 

financial performance 
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5.4 Boundary Conditions and Future Research 

The adoption–efficiency–performance pathway depends on contextual conditions such as digital 

literacy, infrastructure quality, managerial capability, credit access, and institutional support (Kahveci, 2025; 
B. Ly et al., 2025; Niankara & Traoret, 2023). These factors explain why SMEs may experience different 

benefits from adopting digital payments. Future research should empirically test operational efficiency as a 

mediator and examine how these contextual factors strengthen or weaken the relationship across different 

SME sectors and geographical contexts. 
 

6. Conclusion  
This systematic literature review examined how digital payment adoption relates to SME financial 

performance through operational efficiency. Based on a synthesis of 29 peer-reviewed studies, the findings 

show that digital payment adoption improves SME operations by accelerating transactions, reducing cash-

handling costs, improving the accuracy of financial records, and strengthening transparency. However, the 
evidence also indicates that digital payment adoption does not always yield direct gains in financial 

performance. Its financial value is more clearly realized when adoption is translated into operational 

efficiency. 
The main theoretical contribution of this study is the development of a mediation-based conceptual 

model linking digital payment adoption, operational efficiency, and SME financial performance. By 

integrating Transaction Cost Theory and the Resource-Based View, the review explains that digital payments 
create value by reducing transaction-related inefficiencies and by becoming embedded in organizational 

routines as an internal capability. This contribution clarifies why previous studies have reported mixed 

findings regarding the direct relationship between digital payment adoption and SME financial performance. 

In practice, the findings suggest that SME managers should not focus solely on adopting digital 
payment systems but also on integrating them into daily business processes, financial recording, cost control, 

and decision-making. Policymakers and fintech providers should support SMEs through digital literacy 

programs, reliable infrastructure, accessible financing, and institutional support to ensure that the adoption of 
digital payments yields meaningful operational and financial benefits. 

This review is limited to peer-reviewed English-language studies published between 2020 and 2026 and 

may not capture relevant evidence from non-English publications, grey literature, or country-specific policy 

reports. In addition, the proposed mediation framework is conceptual and requires empirical validation.  
Future research should test the proposed model using longitudinal designs, examine operational 

efficiency as a mediating variable, and conduct cross-country comparisons to assess whether the adoption–

efficiency–performance pathway differs across institutional, technological, and economic contexts. 

 
Recommendation 

Based on the review findings, SME managers should move beyond simply adopting digital payment 
systems and focus on integrating them into daily transaction management, financial recording, cost control, 

and cash-flow monitoring. This will help transform the use of digital payments into measurable operational 

efficiency and financial benefits. Policymakers should design digital payment programs that emphasize 
effective use rather than adoption rates alone. Priority should be given to improving digital literacy, 

strengthening digital infrastructure, expanding SME access to credit, and supporting interoperable payment 

ecosystems such as QR-based payment systems. Financial institutions and fintech providers should develop 
digital payment solutions that integrate easily with SME accounting and financial management systems. They 

should also use digital transaction records to support alternative credit assessment for unbanked and 

underbanked SMEs. Future research should empirically test the proposed mediation model by examining 

operational efficiency as a mediator between digital payment adoption and SME financial performance. 
Longitudinal studies, cross-country comparisons, and studies testing boundary conditions such as digital 
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literacy, infrastructure quality, managerial capability, credit access, and institutional support are also 

recommended. 
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