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1. Introduction

1.1 Background on SMEs and their role in the economy

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMESs) play a vital role in the global economy, contributing significantly to employment,
innovation, and economic growth. In many countries, SMEs represent a major portion of the labor force, accounting for over
90% of businesses and contributing substantially to GDP. Their ability to drive innovation, foster competition, and enhance
productivity makes them crucial to both developed and emerging markets (Abbey, Olaleye, Mokogwu, Olufemi-Phillips, &
Adewale, 2024; Abiagom & ljomah, 2024). However, despite their importance, SMEs face numerous challenges, including
limited access to capital, difficulty in adopting advanced technologies, and heightened competition from larger corporations.
These challenges often hinder their growth potential and operational efficiency. In particular, managing logistics and service
delivery remains a significant hurdle, as SMEs often lack the resources and infrastructure that larger firms possess to optimize
these areas.
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Operational excellence is crucial for SMEs to remain
competitive, improve efficiency, reduce costs, and enhance
customer satisfaction. Achieving operational excellence can
help SMEs overcome these challenges by streamlining
processes, leveraging technology, and improving overall
management practices, thus ensuring long-term sustainability
and growth (Adebayo, Ajayi, & Chukwurah, 2024; Adefila,
Ajayi, Toromade, & Sam-Bulya, 2024).

1.2 The concept of operational excellence in SMEs
Operational excellence in SMEs refers to the systematic
approach to improving organizational performance through
continuous process optimization, cost reduction, and
enhanced service delivery. It involves identifying
inefficiencies and bottlenecks in operations and using various
tools and techniques to streamline workflows, improve
quality, and ensure customer satisfaction. For SMEs,
operational excellence often revolves around the
optimization of their core activities such as logistics,
inventory management, production, and customer service
(Adefila et al., 2024; Alex-Omiogbemi, Sule, Michael, &
Omowole, 2024).

Unlike large organizations, SMEs typically face resource
constraints, so operational excellence must be approached to
balance cost-effectiveness with quality improvement. In the
context of logistics and service delivery, operational
excellence is essential for SMEs to provide timely, reliable,
and high-quality services, which can lead to improved
customer loyalty and retention (Alex-Omiogbemi, Sule,
Omowole, & Owoade, 2024c; Alozie, Collins, Abieba,
Akerele, & Ajayi, 2024). By adopting lean management
principles, Six Sigma, and other process improvement
methodologies, SMEs can ensure efficient operations,
optimize resource allocation, and enhance their
competitiveness in the marketplace. Furthermore, operational
excellence can result in long-term sustainability, enabling
SMEs to scale operations, improve profitability, and better
serve their customers (Alex-Omiogbemi, Sule, Omowole, &
Owoade, 20243, 2024b).

1.3 Research objectives and scope

This research aims to explore strategies and frameworks for
optimizing operational processes within Small and Medium-
sized Enterprises (SMESs), with a specific focus on logistics
and service delivery systems. The study will examine the
importance of operational excellence as a driver for
enhancing  efficiency, customer  satisfaction, and
competitiveness in the SME sector. A particular emphasis
will be placed on how SMEs can implement effective
logistics management strategies, improve inventory control,
and streamline service delivery processes to meet customer
expectations.

The research will explore the practical applications of key
methodologies, such as lean management and Six Sigma,
within SMEs and their potential to address operational
inefficiencies. Furthermore, the study will provide a
conceptual framework for SMEs to adopt these practices
while considering their unique constraints, including limited
resources, smaller scale of operations, and organizational
structure.

The scope of the research will cover both theoretical and
practical aspects of operational excellence, offering a
comprehensive approach to understanding its application in
the SME context and the impact it has on long-term business
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success. Through a detailed exploration of these themes, the
research will provide actionable insights for SMEs seeking to
optimize their logistics and service delivery systems.

2. Theoretical and conceptual foundations

2.1 Defining operational excellence

Operational excellence is a comprehensive approach to
improving organizational performance by optimizing
processes, reducing waste, and enhancing customer
satisfaction. In the context of SMEs, it involves leveraging
efficient practices, tools, and methodologies to ensure that
every aspect of the business runs smoothly and effectively.
The core principle of operational excellence lies in the
continuous pursuit of improvement and efficiency, striving to
do more with less while maintaining or enhancing quality
(Apeh, Odionu, Bristol-Alagbariya, Okon, & Austin-Gabriel,
2024a, 2024b).

For SMEs, operational excellence becomes even more
critical due to limited resources and heightened competition.
It influences organizational efficiency by streamlining
operations, improving the productivity of employees, and
enabling cost reduction. This leads to better resource
allocation and enhanced performance in key business areas
such as production, logistics, and service delivery.
Furthermore, operational excellence contributes significantly
to customer satisfaction, as organizations that focus on
quality, timely delivery, and customer service are more likely
to retain and grow their customer base (Ayanbode, Abieba,
Chukwurah, Ajayi, & Ifesinachi, 2024; Babatunde, Okeleke,
& ljomah, 2024). By fostering a culture of excellence, SMEs
can adapt to dynamic market demands, increase profitability,
and enhance their competitive advantage. Operational
excellence in SMEs is about refining processes and
integrating innovation, employee engagement, and a
customer-focused mindset throughout the organization.

2.2 Theoretical Frameworks: Lean management, six
sigma, and TQM

Several key frameworks have been developed to guide
organizations toward operational excellence. Lean
management, Six Sigma, and Total Quality Management
(TQM) are among the most widely recognized
methodologies, particularly for their focus on process
improvement, waste reduction, and quality enhancement.
Lean management focuses on eliminating non-value-added
activities, streamlining processes, and improving overall flow
efficiency (Chukwurah, Adebayo, & Ajayi, 2024).

For SMEs, implementing Lean practices can significantly
reduce costs, improve production timelines, and enhance
flexibility, making it an ideal framework for smaller
organizations with limited resources. Six Sigma, with its
emphasis on reducing process variation and improving
quality control, complements Lean by providing a structured
approach to problem-solving and continuous improvement.
This methodology allows SMEs to tackle inefficiencies,
reduce defects, and improve service reliability, which directly
impacts customer satisfaction and business outcomes
(Chukwurah, Ige, ldemudia, & Adebayo, 2024; Dada,
Eyeregba, Mokogwu, & Olorunyomi, 2024a).

TQM, on the other hand, is a holistic approach that integrates
quality management into every facet of the organization. It
encourages employee participation, customer focus, and
continuous improvement. For SMEs, adopting TQM
principles can result in improved product quality, more
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consistent service delivery, and a stronger organizational
culture centered on quality. Each of these frameworks can
contribute to operational excellence by addressing different
aspects of organizational performance and by providing
SMEs with proven tools to optimize their logistics and
service delivery systems (Chukwurah, Abieba, Ayanbode,
Ajayi, & Ifesinachi, 2024; Dada, Eyeregba, Mokogwu, &
Olorunyomi, 2024b).

2.3 Components of operational excellence in logistics and
service delivery

To achieve operational excellence in logistics and service
delivery, SMEs must focus on key components that directly
influence performance and customer satisfaction. One of the
primary components is supply chain management, which
involves the coordination of resources, suppliers, and
distributors to ensure timely and cost-effective delivery of
goods and services. By optimizing their supply chain, SMEs
can reduce lead times, improve inventory turnover, and
minimize stockouts or overstocking, all of which contribute
to cost reduction and enhanced customer service (Daramola,
Apeh, Basiru, Onukwulu, & Paul, 2024; Durojaiye, Ewim, &
Igwe, 2024).

Inventory control is another critical element, as efficient
management of inventory helps SMEs balance supply and
demand while reducing waste and storage costs.
Implementing just-in-time (JIT) inventory systems, for
example, can help SMEs optimize inventory levels and
streamline logistics (Elugbaju, Okeke, & Alabi, 2024a).
Process streamlining also plays a significant role in
operational excellence, as eliminating bottlenecks,
redundancies, and delays in production or service delivery
can lead to faster and more efficient operations. Additionally,
adopting a customer-centric service model is crucial for
SMEs seeking to improve service delivery. This involves
understanding customer needs, providing personalized
services, and ensuring consistent quality (Elugbaju, Okeke,
& Alabi, 2024b; Eyieyien, Idemudia, Paul, & ljomah,
2024b). By integrating these components—supply chain
management, inventory control, process streamlining, and
customer-centric models—SMEs can optimize their logistics
and service delivery systems, thus improving both internal
efficiencies and external customer satisfaction. These
elements are key to achieving sustainable growth and
maintaining competitive advantages in an increasingly
dynamic business environment (ELUMILADE, OGUNDEJI,
OZOEMENAM, Achumie, & OMOWOLE, 2024; Eyieyien,
Idemudia, & ljomah, 2024).

3. Designing an operational excellence framework for
SMEs

3.1 Process optimization in logistics

Optimizing logistics processes is essential for SMEs to
achieve operational excellence and compete effectively in
their respective markets. Key strategies for streamlining
logistics processes begin with improving supply chain
management. SMEs must develop strong relationships with
suppliers, identify reliable distribution channels, and
implement demand forecasting techniques to ensure that they
can meet customer needs on time while minimizing excess
inventory (Eyieyien, ldemudia, Paul, & ljomah, 2024a;
Ezeife, Eyeregba, Mokogwu, & Olorunyomi, 2024a).
Inventory optimization plays a critical role in reducing costs
and improving service delivery. By adopting techniques such
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as just-in-time (JIT) inventory or vendor-managed inventory
(VMI), SMEs can maintain a lean inventory, reduce
warehousing costs, and prevent stockouts or overstocking
issues. In addition to supply chain and inventory
management, transportation logistics must be closely
monitored (ljomah, Nwabekee, Agu, & Abdul-Azeez, 2024).
Optimizing routes, reducing fuel consumption, and utilizing
the right modes of transportation can contribute to significant
cost savings. By utilizing tracking systems, SMEs can also
gain real-time insights into shipment statuses, which helps in
managing delivery times and resolving issues proactively
(Ezeife, Eyeregba, Mokogwu, & Olorunyomi, 2024b;
Hassan, Collins, Babatunde, Alabi, & Mustapha, 2024).
Overall, process optimization in logistics ensures that goods
move smoothly through the system, are delivered on time,
and incur minimal costs, allowing SMEs to provide better
service to customers and achieve higher operational
efficiency.

3.2 Enhancing service delivery systems

Service delivery plays a pivotal role in the overall operational
success of SMEs. The key to improving service delivery lies
in adopting efficient scheduling and customer service
practices that enhance the overall customer experience. For
SMEs, implementing scheduling tools that optimize
employee deployment can reduce inefficiencies and enhance
service responsiveness (E. K. Jessa, 2024).

Automated scheduling systems help ensure that tasks are
assigned according to priorities, and available resources are
used effectively. Furthermore, SMEs can leverage customer
service automation, such as self-service portals, automated
communication tools, and Al-powered chatbots, to handle
routine inquiries, thus freeing up staff to focus on more
complex issues (lge, Chukwurah, Idemudia, & Adebayo,
2024; E. Jessa & Ajidahun, 2024).

These tools improve efficiency, reduce human error, and
provide 24/7 support, increasing customer satisfaction.
Additionally, adopting technology-driven solutions is
essential for optimizing service delivery. For example, SMEs
can utilize software platforms that integrate customer
relationship management (CRM), enterprise resource
planning (ERP), and point of sale (POS) systems to
streamline processes, reduce redundancies, and ensure a
consistent customer experience (Kamau, Myllynen,
Mustapha, Babatunde, & Alabi, 2024; Maduka, Adeyemi,
Ohakawa, lwuanyanwu, & Ifechukwu, 2024). These systems
enable SMEs to better track customer preferences, analyze
feedback, and respond to queries in a more personalized
manner. Enhancing service delivery systems ultimately helps
SMEs improve their competitiveness, foster customer
loyalty, and drive business growth.

3.3 Integrating technology and innovation

Technology and innovation are critical drivers of operational
excellence in SMEs. The integration of modern technologies
such as data analytics, enterprise software tools, and digital
platforms can significantly optimize logistics and service
delivery operations (Nwabekee, Abdul-Azeez, Agu, &
ljomah, 2024b).

Data analytics allows SMEs to gather insights from various
sources, such as customer behavior, supply chain
performance, and operational efficiency, which can then be
used to make data-driven decisions. For instance, predictive
analytics can help SMEs forecast demand, manage inventory
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levels, and optimize routes, reducing waste and costs.
Furthermore, adopting enterprise software tools such as
cloud-based supply chain management (SCM) or customer
relationship management (CRM) systems can streamline
workflows and provide real-time visibility into logistics and
service delivery processes (Myllynen, Kamau, Mustapha,
Babatunde, & Collins, 2024; Nwabekee, Abdul-Azeez, Agu,
& ljomah, 2024a).

Digital platforms also enhance collaboration, enabling SMEs
to share information efficiently with partners, suppliers, and
customers, thus improving coordination and responsiveness.
Innovation in automation, such as the use of drones for
inventory checks or robotic process automation (RPA) for
order fulfillment, can improve efficiency and reduce human
error. By integrating these technological tools and innovative
solutions, SMEs can achieve higher operational efficiency,
lower costs, and enhanced customer experiences,
contributing to sustained business growth and competitive
advantage in the marketplace (Odionu, Bristol-Alagbariya, &
Okon, 2024; Okeke, Alabi, Igwe, Ofodile, & Ewim, 2024a).

3.4 Organizational culture and employee engagement

A culture of continuous improvement and employee
engagement is foundational to achieving operational
excellence in SMEs. Operational excellence is not just about
processes and technology; it requires an organizational
mindset that values efficiency, quality, and customer
satisfaction at every level. To foster this culture, SMEs must
prioritize employee engagement by encouraging open
communication, offering ongoing training, and involving
employees in decision-making. When employees are
invested in the success of the organization, they are more
likely to take initiative, share innovative ideas, and commit
to improving operational processes (Okon, Odionu, &
Bristol-Alagbariya, 2024b).

Additionally, creating an environment where employees feel
valued and empowered leads to higher job satisfaction and
productivity. SMEs should also establish a framework for
continuous improvement, such as adopting regular feedback
loops, conducting performance reviews, and implementing
cross-functional teams that work on process optimization
initiatives. Employee involvement in  continuous
improvement initiatives ensures that operational excellence
is ingrained in the daily activities of the business (Okeke,
Alabi, Igwe, Ofodile, & Ewim, 2024b; Okon, Odionu, &
Bristol-Alagbariya, 2024a).

Furthermore, recognizing and rewarding employee
contributions to operational improvements helps reinforce
the importance of excellence and motivates teams to maintain
high standards. By aligning organizational culture with the
principles of operational excellence, SMEs can achieve
sustainable performance improvements and maintain a
competitive edge in the marketplace (Okon et al., 2024b;
Oladosu et al., 2024).

4. Measuring operational excellence and performance
4.1 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for operational
excellence

To effectively measure operational excellence, SMEs must
identify and track key performance indicators (KPIs) that
directly relate to the efficiency and effectiveness of their
processes. Some of the most critical KPIs for SMEs include
lead time, which measures the time taken from the initiation
of a process until its completion, indicating how quickly a
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company can respond to customer demands. Cost efficiency
is another vital KPI, as it evaluates how effectively resources
are used to produce goods or services, directly impacting
profitability (Olaleye, Mokogwu, Olufemi-Phillips, &
Adewale, 2024b; Oluokun, Akinsooto, Ogundipe, & Ikemba,
2024b).

Customer satisfaction is an essential KPI for assessing the
quality of the end product or service, as well as the overall
customer experience. It can be measured through surveys,
feedback forms, and net promoter scores (NPS), which
provide valuable insights into customer expectations and
loyalty. Additionally, inventory turnover ratio helps SMEs
understand how efficiently they manage stock, reducing
excess inventory and improving cash flow (Olaleye et al.,
2024b; Olufemi-Phillips, Igwe, Ofodile, & Louis, 2024).

By monitoring these KPIs, SMEs can assess their operational
efficiency, identify areas of improvement, and ensure that
they are meeting business objectives while maximizing
customer  satisfaction.  Regularly evaluating these
performance metrics also enables SMEs to make data-driven
decisions that optimize operations, improve service delivery,
and drive sustainable growth (Olaleye, Mokogwu, Olufemi-
Phillips, & Adewale, 2024a).

4.2 Performance evaluation in logistics and service
delivery

Performance evaluation in logistics and service delivery
systems is critical for ensuring that an SME meets its
operational goals and provides customers with the expected
level of service. In logistics, one of the primary metrics is
delivery speed, which tracks how quickly products are
delivered to customers. A shorter lead time leads to higher
customer satisfaction, as it ensures that goods are received
promptly. Reliability is another essential factor in evaluating
logistics performance, as customers depend on SMEs to
deliver orders consistently and accurately (Oluokun,
Akinsooto, Ogundipe, & Ikemba, 2024a, 2024c).

The ability to maintain an error-free delivery system is crucial
for building trust with customers and improving overall
business reputation. Service quality is also a major
performance metric in evaluating service delivery, especially
in service-oriented businesses. This can be assessed through
customer feedback, service-level agreements (SLASs), and
customer retention rates (Omowole, Urefe, Mokogwu, &
Ewim, 2024b). Service quality evaluations focus on aspects
such as the professionalism of staff, the accuracy of orders,
the speed of service, and the overall customer experience. By
regularly assessing these metrics, SMEs can identify
inefficiencies, address service gaps, and improve their
operational performance, resulting in increased customer
loyalty and business success (Oluokun, Akinsooto,
Ogundipe, & Ikemba, 2024d; Omowole, Olufemi-Phillips,
Ofodile, Eyo-Udo, & Ewim, 2024).

4.3 Addressing challenges in measuring and sustaining
operational excellence

SMEs face numerous challenges when it comes to measuring
and sustaining operational excellence, primarily due to
limited resources, a lack of advanced technology, and
difficulty in maintaining consistency across processes. One
of the primary challenges is the difficulty in collecting and
analyzing real-time data. Small businesses may struggle with
implementing integrated systems for tracking performance
across all operational areas, making it hard to measure KPIs
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accurately and consistently (Oyenuga, Sam-Bulya, & Attah,
2024b; Paul, Ogugua, & Eyo-Udo, 2024b).

Moreover, SMEs often lack dedicated teams or expertise to
perform regular performance evaluations, which can lead to
inconsistent assessments of operational performance.
Another common challenge is resistance to change within the
organization. Employees may be reluctant to embrace new
processes or technologies, hindering the overall improvement
of operational excellence. To address these challenges, SMEs
can implement cloud-based solutions or low-cost software
tools to track KPIs and automate reporting (Omowole, Urefe,
Mokogwu, & Ewim, 2024a; Oyedokun, Ewim, & Oyeyemi,
2024).

They can also train employees on the importance of
performance measurement and the role it plays in business
growth. Another effective strategy is establishing a
continuous improvement culture that encourages ongoing
feedback, process audits, and employee involvement in
decision-making. This approach can help SMEs sustain
operational excellence over time by fostering accountability,
adaptability, and a commitment to achieving long-term goals
(Oyenuga, Sam-Bulya, & Attah, 2024a; Paul, Ogugua, &
Eyo-Udo, 2024a).

4.4 Continuous improvement strategies

Continuous improvement is vital for SMEs to maintain and
enhance operational excellence in the long run. One of the
most widely used techniques for continuous improvement is
the Kaizen methodology, which focuses on making small,
incremental changes that lead to significant improvements
over time (Soyombo, Kupa, ljomah, & Stephen, 2024).
Kaizen encourages all employees, from top management to
frontline workers, to contribute ideas for process
improvement, fostering a collaborative culture of innovation.
Another critical approach to continuous improvement is
regular process audits, where SMEs review their workflows
to identify inefficiencies, bottlenecks, or areas for
optimization (Shittu, Ahmadu, et al., 2024; Shittu,
Ehidiamen, et al., 2024).

These audits should be conducted at regular intervals to
ensure that operational processes remain aligned with
business  objectives and  customer  expectations.
Implementing a robust feedback loop is another strategy to
support continuous improvement. By gathering feedback
from customers, suppliers, and employees, SMEs can
pinpoint pain points, adjust processes, and adapt to changing
market conditions. Additionally, SMEs can adopt Lean and
Six Sigma techniques to eliminate waste, reduce variability,
and enhance process efficiency (Udeh, Oso, Igwe, Ofodile, &
Ewim, 2024a, 2024b). These methodologies help
organizations improve quality, increase throughput, and
reduce costs, all contributing to a sustained competitive
advantage. By prioritizing continuous improvement, SMEs
can ensure that operational excellence becomes a core part of
their business culture and an ongoing driver of growth.

5. Conclusion and policy recommendations

This paper has explored the concept of operational excellence
within SMEs, emphasizing its critical role in enhancing
logistics and service delivery systems. Operational
excellence involves streamlining processes, improving
efficiency, and ensuring consistent high-quality service, all of
which are essential for SMEs to compete effectively in the
global market.
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The paper discussed how SMEs, through the application of
frameworks such as Lean Management, Six Sigma, and Total
Quality Management (TQM), can optimize their operations,
reduce waste, and improve customer satisfaction. Key
performance indicators (KPIs) such as lead time, cost
efficiency, and customer satisfaction were identified as vital
metrics for evaluating operational success. Additionally, the
paper highlighted the importance of technology adoption and
continuous improvement strategies, such as Kaizen and
regular audits, in sustaining operational excellence over time.
The challenges SMEs face, including limited resources, data
collection issues, and resistance to change, were also
examined. However, with the right support systems in place,
SMEs can overcome these obstacles and achieve long-term
operational success. Ultimately, the paper stresses that
operational excellence is not only a means to improve internal
processes but also a pathway to enhanced customer loyalty,
business growth, and market competitiveness.

To facilitate the adoption of operational excellence practices
among SMEs, policymakers must take proactive steps to
provide support through targeted policies and initiatives. One
key recommendation is the implementation of financial
incentives for SMEs that invest in operational improvements.
Subsidies, tax breaks, or low-interest loans could encourage
small businesses to adopt advanced technologies and
implement best practices in logistics and service delivery
systems. Policymakers should also prioritize the creation of
training and development programs tailored to the specific
needs of SMEs, focusing on areas such as lean management,
quality control, and customer service optimization.

By equipping SME employees with the necessary skills, these
programs would help businesses improve their operational
processes and customer satisfaction. Moreover, fostering
public-private partnerships can create collaborative platforms
where SMEs can access resources, knowledge, and
technologies to enhance their operations. Collaborative
initiatives with universities, technology providers, and larger
enterprises could help SMEs overcome resource limitations
and accelerate the adoption of best practices. Additionally,
offering advisory services and business mentorship programs
would support SMEs in implementing operational excellence
frameworks, guiding them through the challenges of
transformation. These recommendations would empower
SMEs to improve their logistics and service delivery systems,
contributing to long-term  economic growth and
sustainability.
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