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Abstract: Managing real-time information is an important task 

for any organization regardless of the size. This is because 

real-time information is used as the basis for an organization to 

make decisions that will affect the business if the information 

obtained is inaccurate, slow and outdated. For SMEs, this is a 

great challenge as it faces capital constraints and outdated 

technological applications. Thus, the purpose of this study to 

examine the challenges faced by SMEs in managing the real-time 

information to their inventory management and the impact on the 

overall business performance. A qualitative method was adopted 

where the in-depth interview was using to extract the information. 

Based on the saturation principle, the respondent was selected 

specifically from the SMEs in food manufacturer based in 

Malacca Halal Hub area. The finding of this study has supported 

the previous study on the challenges and issue of real-time 

information facing by the SMEs. A notable finding in this 

research is that SMEs is employing a skilled worker to manage the 

absence of an information system to manage real-time 

information and still capable to generate a profit from the 

business. This study extended the previous finding and offer an 

opportunity for further exploration in this area. 

 

Keywords: Supply Chain Management, Inventory management, 

Real-time information, SMEs.  

I. INTRODUCTION 

In this new era of the global economy, advancement in 

information technology will help an organization in obtaining 

timely information and sustained the businesses to survive in 

this vicious environment. Information technology encourages 

organizations to compete with each other's, regardless of 

whether the business is small or large. The capability of an 

organization to manage real-time information always been a 

challenge especially in the inventory management process. 

The absence of information management system on small 

businesses, in particular, SMEs on getting real-time 

information is hugely impacting on business sustainability. 

This research will focus to investigate the challenges of 

SMEs in implementing the management of real-time 

information in the inventory management process. 
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II. BACKGROUND 

SMEs or Small and medium-sized enterprises are 

non-subsidiary and independent firms which represent 97% 

of business entity in Malaysia. SMEs contributed 36% to the 

country’s GDP, 65% of employment and 18% of Malaysia’s 

export. In term of numbers, SMEs are significant, and they 

form the backbone of Malaysia’s economy [11].  

Despite significant contribution to the nation, SME 

continuously faces a huge challenge to endure in the rapid of 

global market inhabit in the higher failure rate of SME which 

stood at 42% [18]. There is much reason contribute to the 

SME failure, one of which is the capability of SMEs to adopt 

the technology in their business process [25]. This weakness 

contributes to the failure of SMEs in obtaining real-time 

information, which is a significant element should be a 

concern in every organization regardless of the size of the 

business. The absence of real-time information management 

in SMEs is the concern of this study, in particular, the 

attention on how SMEs overcome the challenges and keep 

surviving in this era of the global economy.  

III.  THE CONCEPT OF REAL-TIME INFORMATION 

Timely information is very helpful to every organization in 

managing its operation. This can be achieved through the 

application of business intelligence software that provides a 

solution to the organization in getting a real-time data by 

collecting, consolidate, analyze and provide access to 

information in a way that should allow business users to 

make better business decisions [1]. Business intelligent helps 

organizations to facilitate the connection, conveying timely 

data and bolster investigation that can be misused at each 

even and vertical level inside and outside the firm, [15]. 

According to [8], the real-time practice involved effective of 

warehouse data and a receptive part fit for observing the 

time-basic activity procedures to enable strategic and 

operational chiefs to tune their activities as per the 

organization technique. 

IV.  INVENTORY MANAGEMENT PROCESS IN SME 

Inventory management is an important element in every 

business. Inventory management supervises the flow of 

goods from manufacturers to warehouses and from these 

facilities to point of sale. Best inventory management 

practices involve purchasing plans to ensure goods are  
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available when needed without having too many on hand 

for tracking available inventory [17].  

Based on the same study, the researcher state there are two 

common inventory management strategies, which are just in 

time method (JIT) and Pull or Push strategy which supported 

the materials requirement planning (MRP) process. 

An appropriate inventory control system will help the 

organization in obtaining efficient real-time information.  

The process flow of inventory management depends on the 

structure of the organization's information flow. Data Flow 

Diagram or known as DFD is illustrated how data is 

processed by a system in terms of inputs and outputs. Its 

focus is on the flow of information, where data comes from, 

where it goes and how it gets stored. Figure 1 is an example 

of a basic data flow structure of the Inventory management 

process.  

 
Fig. 1 Inventory control flow 

V. IMPLICATION OF REAL-TIME ISSUE IN 

INVENTORY MANAGEMENT IN SMES 

Inaccurate number of inventory 

Most of SMEs don't realize what stock that they have, and 

continually coming up short on the materials and supplies 

until the point when it requires for the production which leads 

to the loss of production time and unable to deliver to the 

customer on time [20]. [20] state that an organization with no 

ERP implementation have no accountability of how supplies 

and materials are used and this organization have the 

inefficient operation that involves in wastes of resources.  

Missing of data and Information 

An efficient organization required an automated system to 

store all the business information [23]. However, this is not 

being practiced in SMEs due to heavily relay on manual 

practice based on paperwork documentation that is 

vulnerable to missing and damage. The implementation of 

ERP will be able to streamline the data collection process and 

convert all physical paperwork to the digital records and 

structured reports for analysis. By implemented this 

technology, SMEs will be in a better position to managing the 

information data and be able to react much faster in the 

changes which are the essential element in the SMEs business 

environment. 

Uncompetitive business 

SMEs usually are preferred using manual or non-integrated 

technology to manage their businesses. This due to SME fail 

to develop skills, knowledge, and competencies among 

workers in the organizations and fully understand on the 

changes in the business landscape the require the technology 

application in the business process to stay competitive in the 

market. The lack of understanding of the automated system 

frameworks and procedures to streamline the business 

activities, drive efficiency and diminish the edges for error 

make SMEs left behind as compared to the large organization 

[19]. According to [21] without the smart and extensive use 

of technology, it is difficult in achieving strategic business 

goals and competes to other businesses in term of 

development and achievement. 

VI.  CHALLENGES OF MANAGING REAL-TIME 

INFORMATION IN SMES 

Outdated and/ or non-integrated technology 

The main challenges are outdated and non-integrated 

technology. [9] state the development of new technology 

seem not helps so much to SME organization. SME is 

preferred to using manual and low costing method of gaining 

information since they are faced with insufficient capital and 

resources. According to [22], SME faced difficulty in 

adopting the rapid changes in new technology despite 

acknowledging the benefit of the technology to the success in 

their business. Most of SMEs is continuing using the 

outdated of technology that leads to the decrease of the 

competitiveness in term of operation cost, quality of products 

and services, and also unable to meet delivery requirement 

same as their competitor.  

Lack of resources 

Lack of capital 

According to the research study written by [5], SME is 

constrained in getting economy of scale in purchasing 

equipment, raw material, financial and consulting services. 

Hence, it is not worth to SMEs to keep updating to latest 

equipment since they cannot adapt well to the changes. In the 

same study, the researcher stated that the SME is left behind 

in getting better supply chains process due to less investment 

in technological tools.  

In another study, the capital issue is the biggest constraint 

for SMEs to make innovation [14]. The improvement of 

SMEs development become slow due to limited resources. 

This is because most of SMEs capitals come from self-capital  

or loan from the founder's relative. Lack of capital cause a 

lack of SMEs investment to business innovation. Stated in [4] 

studies, lack of cash or capital hinders the expansion of most 

SMEs.  The size of the organization not capable them to 

convening financial institute to give loan and invest in 

improvement in the business process. 

Lack of expert staff 

Shortage of capital causes SMEs unable to hire experts in 

their organization. [16], stated in his study that the expertise 

is a strength to every organization to enable businesses to stay 

competitive in the market.  

Expertise helps the organization to decrease the number of 

error and give accurate information to business purpose.  

The capability of having skilled manpower in the 

organization will cut the average cost of operation [26]. Also  
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stated in the same study, SMEs need more expertise to 

explore the opportunity in improving the management 

process.  

VII.    MANAGER HAVE LACK KNOWLEDGE AND 

MANAGERIAL SKILL 

SMEs are majorly preferred to save cost operation by using 

the manual method of handling production activities. 

According to [19], SMEs fail to develop skills, knowledge, 

and competencies among the manager and workers in the 

organizations. The lack of a manager's knowledge causes 

inefficiency management of an organization. Also in [5] 

research, it is stated beside lack of capital, SME short in 

management time and managerial skill. The lack of strategy 

encourages the failure of the organization to manage its 

operation. Management abilities are the key driver to enhance 

the entire performance of the company [6]. This is supported 

by other research, [10], to develop and create the success 

businesses management, managers must be clear on company 

vision and mission. According to a study conducted by, [3], 

the willingness of SME owner or manager to explore and 

make research will increase the performance of the 

organization. Unfortunately, SME owner-manager is 

comfortable in using the existing method due to avoid the 

investment risk. SMEs need a managerial skilled manager to 

arrange the operation. In research of [12] revealed that SMEs 

manager faced the lack of entrepreneurship culture that 

discourages SMEs to stay competitive and efficient. 

VIII. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Discussion of challenges of managing real-time        

information 

Lack of Capital 

From the finding, the majority of SMEs faced a barrier in 

term of capital. Without enough capital or financial 

resources, entrepreneurs cannot invest to hire a skilled 

worker or implement information technology in their 

organization. The respondents realize that the major 

challenge in every organization is a capital constraint. Capital 

or financial resource will help an organization to add value to 

their management thus make the operation smooth and 

efficient.  As an entrepreneur, they alert that real-time 

information is important and with the help of the system and 

manage by skilled workers the entire process becomes easier. 

Unfortunately, cost constraint makes most of the respondents 

choose to stick to the manual method. 

It coincides to the previous study written by several 

researchers who argue that capital deficits are a major 

challenge to the entrepreneur in obtaining real-time 

information. As claimed by [9], and [2], real-time 

information and technology system have a strong relationship 

where it can generate accurate data and on-time information. 

However for SMEs, it difficult for them to invest in 

technology development due to limited revenue. 

This statement also mentioned by most interviewees which 

stressed that without sufficient capital, the information 

system cannot be applied and with no appropriate system 

timely information difficult to manage. The correlation of the 

information can be seen by the statement issued by [7], [4] 

and other previous studies which asserted that capital 

constraint is the biggest issue for SMEs. It prevents this 

industry to make innovation and the improvement of SMEs 

development slow due to limited resources. After gathering 

all the information, all the respondents expressed the same 

opinion where capital is the biggest issue for their 

organization in implementing better management, especially 

in inventory management. Lack of cash or capital hinders the 

expansion of most of SMEs especially in managing the 

real-time information. 

 Lack of skilled worker 

Most of the respondents agreed that skilled worker is 

important to generate real-time information even the 

organization do not implement any appropriate system. Most 

of the respondent has used at least one time the external 

expert service to monitor and solve the operation issues. The 

statement is reinforced by past research which stated that 

management abilities are the key driver to enhance the entire 

performance of the company [26]. In lieu of an absence of 

information system, it is sufficient for having a skilled 

worker to monitoring the entire process of operation. 

Despite various disagreements in previous studies, it can 

be concluded that lack of skilled workers is also a major 

challenge in managing timely information in SMEs which 

supported [6] that suggested the lack of strategy encourage 

the failure of the organization in managing their operation. It 

is also noted that SMEs need more expertise to explore the 

opportunity in improving the management process as 

suggested by [7].  

 Absence of Information Technology System 

Most of the respondents are stressed that information 

technology system is very helpful in generating timely 

information. It is one of the major barriers for SMEs 

organization in managing real-time data for their 

organization due to constraint in the capital of investment. 

There is a similarity of opinion from the previous studies 

which the business size prevents the SMEs to implement an 

information system. This coincides with [24] suggestion that 

it is difficult to SMEs to adopting the rapid changes in new 

technology, despite the benefit of technology adoption is 

proven to accelerate the success in the management process.   

In this study, most of the respondent is not implementing 

an information system in their operation activity because of 

its not practical for their business size. They argue that it a 

waste of investment since they are capable to handle it by the 

manual way and still able to generate a profit for the 

operation sustainability. It is not worth it if they 

implementing information system even the system is a key 

for accuracy of business information which most of them are 

considered. 

Discussion on the impact of the absence of the 

information technology system 

As stated by the previous study, the generating of real-time 

information is strongly related to the information technology 

system. Hence, this study is keen to find out the impact of the  
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absence of system such as ERP, CRM, and SCM since the 

chosen company are practice paper-based method. Based on 

the interview with the respondent, the following impact was 

unveiled for further discussion: 

 Inefficient management  

Inefficient management is one of the impacts which was 

borne by SME company due to failing in obtain real-time 

information. Majority of the respondents agreed that without 

an appropriate system the management process will be 

inefficient. From the interview session, it is revealed that all 

the respondents are exposed to human error in managing 

information, especially in the inventory management process. 

This is because it is managed by manpower where the ability 

and the efficiency are limited compared to the usage of 

information system.  

 Inaccurate number of inventory 

Based on the failure that ever faced by the respondents, the 

researcher can conclude that the inaccurate number of 

inventory holds or ordered are the issues that always faced by 

the organization which not implementing an information 

system. In the previous study had mentioned an organization 

with improper management don't realize what stock that they 

have, and continually coming up short on the materials and 

supplies, [20]. Another study also points out that most small 

business does not know the accurate volume of their 

inventory and fails to use resources optimally [13]. 

Unsold product 

Based on the experience of some respondents, they will 

make mass production to reduce the cost of operation. 

Unfortunately, this practice leads to inefficient management 

when the product failed to sold before its expiry date. This is 

because of they unable to monitor efficiently on the product 

expiry which leads to loss them.   

Information losses and theft 

Since the respondents are using the paper-based method, all 

of them are agreed that they are exposed to information losses 

or theft. It is revealed that most of the interviewees are not 

having a backup system for their information. The 

respondents also admit that they are exposed to information 

losses and theft either because of their negligence or 

uncertainty event like a fire or flood. This issue or impact 

already discussed in the previous study which written by 

[23], where stressed that lack usage of information system 

contributed to information losses. [9], also stated in his study 

that cloud storage could help to prevent the losses of 

information due to uncertainty events. 

From the finding gained, the implementation of the 

information system can reduce the issues mentioned above. A 

basic information management system such as ERP or CRM 

can help an organization in generating more accurate 

information for their business. It is because the system can 

customize information gathered from routine users and the 

interaction of machines into effective data, which in some 

cases employs decision-makers to form an economic choice. 

By that, the organization able insights a better way of 

managing information and real-time data can be achieved. 

IX.   RECOMMENDATION 

Methodology of research 

The information gained from the current method which is 

in-depth interview are less practical since the researcher is 

interviewed the top managers of the company. The 

information shared by them can be not too detail for them to 

protect company confidentiality. For future research, the 

research methodology can be improved. A mixed-method 

which is a combination of a qualitative and quantitative 

method can be used to generate more accurate information. 

By the apply both methods the generated data will be 

extensive and more detail. The variety of information leads to 

improvement to the current study. 

Scope of study 

For future research, the scope of the study can be expanded 

as well. The current study is only focused on SMEs in the 

food industry where the pattern of information will be similar 

for each case study. By expanded the research scope which 

not being narrowed to the food industry only, the information 

gained might be various and the real issue of real-time 

management of small industry can be exposed. By the 

obtained data, the solution can be discussed for better 

improvement. 

Respondent selection 

Respondent selection is the most important element should 

be a concern to generate accurate information. Wrongly 

choosing of respondent leads to inconsistency of data. For 

future research, the population of the respondent can be 

expended. For the current study, the researcher focused on 

top management only which is SMEs owner-manager or 

operation manager where this selection can be extended to 

the middle or lower manager to collect more rich 

information.  

X. CONCLUSION 

This study has shortlisted the major challenges in obtaining 

timely information and the impact on the small company. It is 

confirming the previous study finding that capital is always a 

constraint for SMEs to invest in the real-time management in 

SMEs business process.  Despite a solution to have a skilled 

worker to close the gap of unavailability of the technology for 

managing the real-time information, it cannot be denied that 

the usage of technology will give better performance with the 

combination of right skill.  

To ensure SMEs organization manage its information well, 

technology system still needs to be applied despite a capital 

constraint. Hence, it is urgent for the policymaker to explore 

the potential of other cheap solution such as I-cloud  

technology to be used in the SMEs environment which 

recently widely used in various disciplines in the business 

process. 
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