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Abstract: 
The rise of AI presents both opportunities and challenges for SMEs, particularly those employing entrepreneurial marketing (EM) strategies. In the context of global challenges like Brexit and Covid-19, understanding how SMEs in regions like Newport, Wales are leveraging AI becomes imperative. Our study delves into this phenomenon, drawing upon the emergent AI landscape and its implications for marketing in SMEs. While AI promises enhanced marketing effectiveness, SMEs face hurdles like limited resources and skill gaps. Through an inductive approach and the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET), we aim to uncover insights from 18 SME owners in Newport using AI. Pilot interviews with three participants will precede the main study, leveraging ZMET's ability to capture rich data even with small samples. Thematic analysis will illuminate the emergent constructs, guiding future quantitative validation. This research underscores the urgency of addressing SMEs' AI challenges, fostering collaboration among academia, policymakers, and businesses. Such initiatives can drive economic growth and benefit both businesses and consumers.

1. Introduction 
The rise of AI use in businesses is presenting opportunities and challenges across all sectors and size of business. In this paper we outline the need for research into how SME entrepreneurial marketing (EM) focussed organisations are using AI. EM businesses focus on market sensing and quick decision-making (Collinson and Shaw, 2001), skills which are particularly important in the business environment of the last half a decade with challenges including but not limited to Brexit, Covid-19, and the cost-of-living crisis. Our research focusses on the Newport region in Wales, where there are many SMEs and freelancers. Newport has over 4,200 businesses (ONS, 2023), and recent data suggests they may be very slightly more innovative and digitally mature than the average Welsh business (Welsh Digital Maturity Survey, 2023), meaning this is a good geographic location to sample. 

2. Literature review 

2.1 The Rise of AI in Marketing and its Challenges for SMEs

Entrepreneurs, particularly those who own small and medium enterprises, are actively preparing to leverage AI and gain a competitive edge in the market. Many SME and freelance business owners naturally adopt an entrepreneurial mindset, seeking to capitalise on emerging opportunities in technology, regulatory frameworks, and social norms. (Morrish, Morgan, and Deacon; 2010, p. 311). In much the same way, the emergence of AI creates opportunities and potential challenges in many areas, as the technology is quickly growing in scope and scale, gaining mixed reactions from businesses and consumers, and raising questions about how we can legislate to protect human interests. Indeed, the last global technological boom for firms was social commerce and that allowed firms to leverage technological, regulatory and social advances to co-create economic and social value with consumers (Thomas, Brooks and McGouran, 2020). 

The current challenge for EM businesses lies in the absence of clear direction and the prevalence of technological uncertainties, a contrast to the more straightforward landscape of social commerce. In academia, EM focuses on marketing within the context of SMEs, specifically targeting small firms that grow through entrepreneurship. This is particularly so for resource constrained-led firms (Gliga and Evers, 2023). There is a strong chance that these early years of AI integration will present challenges for most SMEs in their attempt to market since better clarity is still being sought on how to get the full benefit (Jaychandran and Shilla, 2024; Oldemeyer et al., 2024; GPAI 2023).

AI is revolutionising business management and marketing, simplifying tasks across various departments, leading to improved overall performance. Studies found that the effectiveness of AI in powering social media campaigns is making it a vital component of today's marketing strategies. After all, AI is not just a trend; it is a powerful tool shaping the future of business management and marketing (Shareef et al., 2019; Olbrich et al., 2019; Chintalapati and Pandey, 2022; Drydakis, 2022; Jaychandran and Shilla, 2024; Jalil et al., 2024). For example, Basri (2020) demonstrates the significant impact of AI-assisted social media marketing (AISMM) on Saudi Arabian SMEs, boosting customer numbers, profitability and overall performance. This highlights AISMM as a valuable tool for SMEs to enhance their marketing effectiveness. The study found that businesses using AISMM saw increased customer numbers and profitability, and effective business management practices further amplified these positive outcomes. This suggests that AISMM can be a valuable tool for SMEs to enhance their marketing effectiveness and overall performance. The study also highlights the importance of combining AISMM with good business management practices for optimal results.

Huang and Rust (2021) propose a strategic framework for AI in marketing more broadly, leveraging three AI stages for marketing: thus, automating tasks (mechanical), analysing data (thinking), and understanding emotions (feeling). It shows how each AI type can be applied at different stages of marketing; for example, from research (collecting data, analysing trends, gauging sentiment) to strategy (segmenting customers, targeting effectively, positioning emotionally) and action (automating campaigns, personalising messages, building relationships). Leveraging all three AI types, organisations can enhance marketing planning, gain deeper insights and forge stronger customer connections, ultimately boosting performance.

While the potential for AI is vast, several key barriers hinder its adoption by SMEs, thus, limited data hampers effective training, lack of established evaluation methods makes choosing the right solution challenging, off-the-shelf options might require costly customisation, under-skilled employees struggle to manage technical complexities, and the sheer complexity of some solutions can be daunting for resource-constrained organisations. These challenges must be addressed for SMEs to fully embrace the transformative power of AI (Bettoni et. al., 2021; Raj et al., 2020). According to Indrawati and Suarman, (2020) five big challenges for small businesses is innovating with tech: government support, skilled workers, funding, economy and partnerships. Funding is the biggest hurdle, often leaving SMEs to foot bill themselves. Support can come from government, businesses, banks and other institutions though. To thrive, SMEs need to embrace innovation and improve customer service while fostering a positive attitude towards it within the company.


2.2 Artificial Intelligence Maturity and Adoption in SMEs

Bettoni et. al., (2021) propose an AI maturity and adoption model to help small businesses (SMEs) assess their readiness for and adoption of Artificial Intelligence (AI). Designed to be easy for SMEs to use, the model provides valuable insights and guides for integrating AI into their operations. This tool empowers both businesses and authorities to evaluate AI readiness and promote its successful implementation within the SME sector. In addition, Chundakkadan and Sasidharan, (2020), Flanagan and Uyarra, (2016), and Padachi et al., (2018), emphasise the need for non-financial government support, such as training and equipment access, alongside financial assistance. This fosters a conducive climate for SME innovation.

While smaller businesses recognise the importance of EM, their approach is often informal and reactive, heavily influenced by founder's decisions. This highlights the importance of building strong networks and developing marketing skills within small businesses to fully leverage EM strategies (Franco et. al., 2014). The pressure to stay competitive has driven many businesses to expand beyond their traditional niches, leading to a surge in activities aimed at small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). This has fuelled the rise of AI-assisted social media marketing (AISMM), which proponents see as a boon for startups and SMEs. They believe AISMM offers wider access to potential customers and talent, contributing to the growth of these smaller businesses (Chintalapati and Pandey, 2022; Drydakis, 2022; Jaychandran and Shilla, 2024; Oldemeyer; Jalil et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2012; Zadeh and Sharda, 2014; Basri, 2020). High innovation costs often outweigh the small capital allocation available to SMEs. This challenge hinders implementation and affects the ability to pursue innovation strategies. Addressing this issue through improved access to financing is critical for SMEs to overcome this obstacle (Capozza and Divella, 2019; Wang, 2019; Yong’an et al., 2016).

The current wave of artificial intelligence (AI) is poised to revolutionise business and society, carrying both disruptive and transformative potential (Von Krogh, 2018; Abrokwah-Larbi and Awuku-Larbi, 2024). Many successful companies have already embraced AI, integrating it into their operations and developing innovative AI-driven business models (Lee et al., 2019). This trend is reflected in the booming investment in AI startups, with venture funding reaching a record USD9.3 billion in 2018 – eight times more than just five years prior. This surge in investment is not limited to the US; it is a global phenomenon, sweeping across Europe and Asia (Chae and Goh, 2020). However, it is important to acknowledge that AI also presents disruptive challenges. Businesses must be prepared to adapt and innovate alongside AI's rapid advancements. While some may struggle with this transition, others will find opportunities to thrive in the AI-powered landscape.

To conclude, AI presents immense opportunities for SMEs to improve marketing effectiveness and overall performance. However, addressing challenges like limited resources and skill gaps is crucial for successful adoption. Collaboration between SMEs, government, and institutions can create a supportive environment for SMEs to harness the power of AI and thrive in the competitive landscape.


3. Methodology 
For this research we will take an inductive approach, allowing constructs to emerge from the data. To further enable this, we intend to use the Zaltman Metaphor Elicitation Technique (ZMET). ZMET is deployed in interviews with the intention of inducing participants to use metaphors in their discussion, to uncover the mental models participants have created around constructs (Coulter and Zaltman, 1994). Understanding these metaphors on a deep level can provide unique insights.  
 
ZMET interviews are participant-led, and this can help to quickly create a sense of trust (Hancock and Foster, 2020). Before the interview, participants are given a question and asked to select several images which form the foundation of the interview itself. For our research, we plan to use the question “How do you use AI in your business?” and we will request that six images are collected.  
 
A series of questions designed to elicit metaphors will be selected and used as part of the questioning (as discussed in Hancock and Foster, 2020) and at the end of the interview the interviewer and interviewee will make a montage using these images together. The montage is used to demonstrate the relationships between constructs and adds a third type of data for analysis to the individual images and transcript (Ramjaun, 2021). The work will be collected and coded using the well-known NVivo software. We hope to confirm our work quantitatively in a later phase of research, using a large sample and partial least squares structural equation modelling to uncover the strength and direction of relationships.  
 
The intended sample for this research is 18 SME owners with a Newport-based business that is using AI as part of its operation. We plan to pilot first with a small sample of three participants. This is because ZMET is very good at capturing a significant amount of the data that will be generated, even with very small sample sizes (Coulter and Zaltman, 1994). Following this we will complete the interviews and then use a thematic analysis, which is a commonly accepted method for ZMET data (Ramjaun, 2021).  

4. Conclusion 
To conclude, this paper explains the need for research on SME and freelancers’ challenges in the adoption and use of AI for marketing purposes in the Newport region of Wales. The EM perspective naturally adopted by many of these businesses means they are naturally predisposed to want to incorporate AI into their businesses where it brings an advantage, and therefore they make an excellent sample. We hope that our work enables an informed collaboration between academics, policy makers, and businesses, which is essential to AI integration (Indrawati and Suarman, 2020; Chundakkadan and Sasidharan, 2020). This can benefit the economy, and also customers of these businesses. 
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