
An investigation on the effectiveness of government 

structures established to support Small, Medium and 

Micro Enterprises in eThekwini Municipality during 

COVID-19 pandemic 

By 

LUNGELO AMAHLE MCUNU 

21623890 

JANUARY 2025 



i 

 

An investigation on the effectiveness of government structures established 

to support Small, Medium and Micro Enterprises in eThekwini Municipality 

during COVID-19 pandemic 

By 

Lungelo Amahle Mcunu 

21623890 

 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree: Master of 

Management Science in Administration and Information Management in the 

Faculty of Accounting and Informatics at the Durban University of 

Technology 

 

APPROVED FOR FINAL SUBMISSION 

Supervisor: Dr Musawenkosi Ngibe 

PhD: Business Administration 

 



i 

 

ABSTRACT 

SMMEs are pivotal to the achievement of the goals espoused in the South African’s 

National Development Plan and remain core instrument for job creation, poverty 

alleviation, creativity and innovations that are strategic for national transformation. 

However, the survival and roles performance of these SMMEs was threatened by the 

disruptions and measures imposed to restrain the spread of COVID-19, therefore, 

necessitating governmental initiatives for the design of financial and non-financial support 

structures during the covid-19 era. This study, therefore, assess these support structures 

established by the government to moderate the consequences of pandemic on SMMEs, 

ensure their survival and safeguard their role performance in the national development 

plan.  

The study is based on questionnaire administered on 201 SMME leaders, owners, and 

managers in eThekwini Municipality, South Africa. Descriptive statistics was utilized on 

SPSS to provide insight to the data obtained from respondents. Findings from the results 

of data analysis show that there were issues in accessing government funding, stringent 

scoring system, limited knowledge of funding opportunities, insufficient training, and 

communication barriers. It is suggested that the government simplify funding applications, 

increase awareness and training programs, develop a more accommodating scoring 

system, and establish regular communication channels with SMMEs. These 

recommendations aim to strengthen the resilience of SMMEs as vital contributors to 

South Africa's economic recovery and growth. 
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 CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

1.1 Introduction 

The National Development Plan (NDP) (2022) outlines various objectives for South Africa 

(SA) to achieve by 2030. These objectives include eradicating poverty, mitigating 

inequality, and lowering unemployment to (6 percent). However, the current economic 

conditions in the country reveal a significant disparity between these goals and reality. 

SMMEs are essential for promoting equitable development and growth in South Africa 

(Al-Fadly, 2020). The NDP emphasizes the importance of these businesses to job 

creation, creativity, and competitiveness. By 2030, the government aims for SMMEs to 

create (90 percent) of new employment opportunities in South Africa. However, the 

COVID-19 pandemic emerged in early 2019 and has quickly established itself as a 

defining feature of 21st-century global history (Anakpo and Mishi, 2021). Over the past 

two years, reports have widely signalled its ramifications, indicating a pronounced 

economic downturn. 

The pandemic's progression, fluidity, and widespread impact underscore the 

interconnectedness of global migration patterns and the transmission of the virus. This 

contagion has not only affected human health but has also wrought havoc on entire 

economies, particularly impacting SMMEs (Juergensen, Guimón, and Narula, 2020), and 

SMMEs often regarded as the backbone of the economy, their vulnerability to the 

pandemic's effects poses a significant challenge. Mkhize (2021) acknowledges that small 

businesses form the cornerstone of the economy in South Africa because of their large 

GDP (gross domestic product) contribution and their pivotal role in generating 

employment opportunities, as noted by Chimucheka and Rungani (2013). Consequently, 

governments worldwide have intervened to support these enterprises and facilitate their 

recovery (Al-Fadly, 2020). 

This chapter serves as an introduction to the study, providing background information, 

research objectives, the problem statement, and the significance of the research. It 

outlines the study's aim and presents the context for investigating government support 

structures for SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic in the eThekwini Municipality. 

Additionally, the chapter highlights the importance of understanding and addressing the 
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issues encountered by small and medium-sized enterprises. It further emphasizes the 

significance of the study findings for both policy and practice.  

1.2 Background of the study 

The eThekwini Municipality is one of SA's largest urban areas (Gumbo, 2014). 

Encompassing a vast area of 2 292km², it comprises of several sub-towns and 

neighbourhoods and is home to over 3.1 million residents (Gumbo, 2014). Some of the 

townships within the region include Umlazi, Chesterville, Pinetown, and Mayville 

(Musvoto, Lincoln and Hansmann, 2016). Due to its rapid expansion, people recognize 

eThekwini as the country's second-largest industrial hub and a significant centre for 

business and social activities (Govender, 2019). 

The eThekwini Metropolitan area has a diverse society. Therefore, the municipality 

grapples with numerous economic hurdles, notably marked by the highest incidence of 

poverty in the country due to unemployment, as noted by Nene (2019) and Mutyenyoka 

and Madzivhandila (2014). A significant proportion of employment in SA, roughly eight of 

every ten jobs, is found within SMMEs (Mkhonza and Sifolo, 2021), mainly due to the 

prevalence of self-employment or the employment of individuals from disadvantaged 

backgrounds.  

Within the eThekwini Municipality, black individuals own a considerable portion of small 

enterprises that operate within the informal sector, as documented by (Mahohoma, 2020). 

These SMMEs encompass a variety of ventures, including taverns, catering services, 

convenience stores, construction, tourism-related businesses, cooperatives, agriculture, 

salons, retail outlets, and flea markets (Berisha and Pula, 2015). Their contributions to 

economic development are profound, serving as primary income sources for many 

citizens (Maziriri and Chivandi, 2020). However, the pandemic-induced disruptions, 

including lockdown measures, supply chain disruptions, and decreased consumer 

demand, have severely impacted the viability and sustainability of these enterprises 

(Boehme et al. 2021). 

In South Africa, SMMEs are typically defined by the guidelines outlined in the National 

Small Business Act (NSBA), 102 of 1996. This legislation covers various corporate 

entities, such as cooperatives and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that one or 
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more shareholders run. These entities and associated branches or subsidiaries 

predominantly operate within specific sectors or sub-sectors of the economy. Moreover, 

SMMEs are categorized based on their size, divided into separate categories of 

survivalists, micro, very small, small, and medium enterprises, as specified in the NSBA 

of 1996 and its subsequent amendments. 

SMMEs play a crucial role in local economic development (LED), poverty alleviation, and 

employment generation, which is why Mamman et al. (2015) highlight how critical it is to 

address their needs. The SMMEs in this study include informal enterprises, family-run 

farms, and self-employed individuals operating in the KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) region. 

(Mamman et al. 2015). 

Macwele (2014) underscores SMMEs as the backbone of the Local Economic 

Development in KZN, particularly in mitigating poverty and unemployment, among the 

younger population. Furthermore, ChikwenduEzennia, Mutambara, and Indermun (2015) 

highlight how small enterprises contribute to job creation, in addition to also providing 

affordable goods and services to urban populations. Despite facing numerous challenges, 

SMMEs in KZN exhibit remarkable resilience, particularly in combating crime (Jili, Masuku 

and Selepe 2017), which however, remains a significant obstacle, affecting their working 

environments and leading to income losses due to theft of products. Moreover, adequate 

infrastructure, such as a need for proper shelters for businesses, poses additional 

challenges, impacting both income generation and customer retention (Jili et al. 2017). 

Another critical issue hindering SMMEs in KZN is the dependency on electricity. As Phiri 

and Kabubi (2017) and Mbomvu et al. (2021) highlight, load shedding halts business 

operations, leading to income loss. This dependency on a consistent electricity supply for 

income generation underscores the vulnerability of SMMEs to external factors beyond 

their control (Ateba, Prinsloo, and Gawlik, 2019). Lekhanya (2015) emphasizes that 

entrepreneurs find government regulations burdensome, particularly in increasing 

business costs. For example, the requirement to register and pay employees according 

to government guidelines is challenging for SMMEs operating on minimal profits. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered unparalleled challenges for economies 

worldwide, with SMMEs bearing a significant brunt of the economic fallout (Engidaw, 

2022). In South Africa, the impact has been particularly acute, with the eThekwini 
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Municipality, situated within the province of KZN, grappling with the dual challenges of 

combating the virus while mitigating the socio-economic ramifications (Chundu, 2020). 

The government has established several financial support, guidance, and entrepreneurial 

promotion structures to assist SMMEs in overcoming the obstacles brought by the 

pandemic (Zhou et al. 2023). These structures include the Small Enterprise Finance 

Agency (SEFA), the Small Enterprise Development Agency (SEDA), and the Ntsika 

Enterprise Promotion Agency (NEPA). It is of paramount importance that these measures 

effectively alleviate the hardships faced by SMMEs and facilitate their recovery. 

1.3 Research Problem 

SMMEs play a crucial role in local economic development (LED), poverty alleviation, and 

employment generation, which is why Mamman et al. (2015) highlight how critical it is to 

address their needs. However, the COVID-19 pandemic triggered unparalleled 

challenges for economies worldwide, with SMMEs bearing a significant brunt of the 

economic fallout (Engidaw, 2022). COVID-19 pandemic precipitated disruptions in social 

life, economic and business operations across countries through battery of measures 

designed to curtail the spread and loss of human life. Nations had to grapple with the dual 

challenges of combating the virus while mitigating the socio-economic ramifications 

(Chundu, 2020)  

The consequences of the pandemic were much evident on SMEE as it threatened their 

sustenance and capacity to fill their roles as economic agent for poverty alleviation and 

employment generation in the South African’s National Development Plan (2022). The 

pandemic's progression, fluidity, and widespread impact and transmission of the virus has 

not only affected human health but has wrought havoc on entire economies, particularly 

impacting SMMEs (Juergensen, Guimón, and Narula, 2020), and SMMEs often regarded 

as the backbone of the economy, their vulnerability to the pandemic's effects poses a 

significant challenge. Mkhize (2021). Consequently, governments remedial actions were 

intervention to support these enterprises and facilitate their recovery (Al-Fadly, 2020).  

However, an issue of concern in the government interventionist approach is the lack of 

awareness of available opportunities and inadequate financial knowledge that persist in 

hindering SMMEs from accessing the necessary support (Rajagopaul et al. 2020). 
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Besides, eligibility criteria for government support programs is not clearly outlined on 

government websites, making it challenging for SMMEs to apply (Alonso et al. 2020). In 

addition, there are discrepancies or gaps in the administration of COVID-19 relief funds 

in SA. Therefore, the need to assess the support structure and evaluate their 

effectiveness on SMMEs as well as provide insight into the issue of the administration 

process that guided SMMEs in in acquiring government support during the pandemic. 

1.4 Study Aim 

The study's primary aim was to investigate the effectiveness of the government structures 

established to support SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic in the eThekwini 

Metropolitan municipal area. 

1.5 Study objectives and research questions 

The study's aim led to the design of the following objectives: 

 

• This study aims to ascertain the perceptions of SMME owners on the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on their businesses  

• Evaluate or Examine government structures established to support SMMEs during the 

pandemic 

• To develop a framework for support structure amenable to pandemic situations 

• To identify the financial and non-financial support provided by the government to 

SMMEs in eThekwini Municipality during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• To establish the administration processes followed by SMMEs to acquire government 

support during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

To achieve the objectives, the following questions were asked: 

1. What perceptions do SMME owners have on the impact COVID-19 on their 

businesses? 

2. How effective are government structures established to support SMMEs during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

3. What type of financial and non-financial support was provided by the government to 

SMMEs in the eThekwini Municipality during the COVID-19 pandemic? 
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4. What kind of support did SMMEs require to sustain their businesses during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

5. Which administration processes did SMMEs follow to acquire support from the 

government during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

1.6 Rationale/significance of the study 

According to Atiku and Abatan (2021), SMMEs are recognized as pivotal catalysts for 

growth and acknowledged as essential contributors to sustainable development and 

economic prosperity. They play a vital role in fostering entrepreneurship, driving 

innovation, and enhancing productivity by creating new businesses and shaping market 

dynamics. Additionally, SMMEs are instrumental in adapting to the challenges of a 

globalized economy and promoting sustainable resource management (Atiku and Abatan, 

2021). Therefore, ensuring the sustainability of SMMEs is crucial for maintaining their 

beneficial contribution to the economy and fostering continued growth (Atiku and Abatan, 

2021). 

The findings of this study can directly influence policy decisions, providing policymakers 

with crucial insights into the strengths and weaknesses of existing support mechanisms. 

By identifying areas for improvement, policymakers can tailor interventions to meet the 

needs of SMMEs better, thereby enhancing their resilience in future crises. Moreover, the 

study could improve access to support for SMMEs by identifying and addressing barriers 

such as lack of awareness or unclear eligibility criteria. These strategies can ensure 

government assistance reaches those who need it most, stimulating economic recovery 

and preserving jobs within the eThekwini municipality. Additionally, by promoting equitable 

access to support, the study can address social inequality and foster inclusive economic 

growth.  

From an academic perspective, the study enriches the literature on crisis management 

and economic resilience, offering empirical evidence on the effectiveness of government 

support structures during times of crisis. In essence, this study has far-reaching 

implications for policy, practice, and academia, with the potential to significantly influence 

the recovery and long-term viability of SMMEs in the eThekwini Municipality amid the 

challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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1.7 Literature review 

Despite various government initiatives to assist SMMEs, they continue to struggle, with 

factors such as inadequate financing, training, and bureaucratic hurdles contributing to 

their high failure rates (Soga, 2022). Scholars have highlighted the South African context 

as exemplifying this struggle, noting that SMMEs have limited access to information and 

markets (Wiid and Cant, 2021).  

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic further exposed the shortcomings of government 

support systems. Although the government announced relief funds, they often failed to 

distribute them effectively, leaving many SMMEs unsupported during critical times (Zhou 

et al. 2023). Even when assistance was available, businesses lacking proper registration 

and compliance were hindered in accessing relief funds (Zhou et al. 2023). 

In SA, the government established agencies such as SEDA and the Department of Small 

Business Development (DSBD) to promote entrepreneurship and facilitate small business 

growth. However, the effectiveness of these initiatives remains questionable, as access 

to support was an issue for SMMEs due to bureaucratic bottlenecks (Quak, Saha, and 

Thorpe, 2022). 

While numerous studies have investigated the COVID-19 impact on SMMEs and 

analysed the types of government support provided during the pandemic (Al-Fadly 2020; 

Pedauga, Sáez, and Delgado-Márquez 2022; Omar, Ishak, and Jusoh 2020; Syriopoulos 

2020), fewer have focused on evaluating the effectiveness of these support structures. 

The existing research has primarily examined the challenges faced by SMMEs during the 

crisis, including financial strain, operational disruptions, and access to markets. However, 

there remains a gap in understanding how well the government interventions addressed 

these challenges and whether they successfully fostered the resilience and expansion of 

SMMEs in the long term. 

Therefore, it becomes evident that addressing the ineffectiveness of government 

schemes is fundamental for fostering the development and viability of SMMEs. Increasing 

awareness of available support services and streamlining administrative processes is 

essential to achieving this goal. Moreover, further research is necessary to fully assess 
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how government interventions affect the SMME sector (Matsongoni and Mutambara, 

2021). 

Following the declaration of a national crisis in South Africa, the National Treasury Fund 

provided the government with emergency relief funds of R35 billion (De Villiers, Cerbone, 

and Van Zijl, 2020).  

The government initially allocated these funds to strengthen sectors involved in the 

national response to COVID-19 (Mboweni, 2020). Chukwudi and Victor (2022) found that 

over 18 million South Africans received temporary COVID-19 handouts totalling R41 

billion. Additionally, the government granted businesses a R10 billion COVID-19 loan in 

the early phases of the outbreak and contributed R23 billion in relief (Chukwudi and 

Victor, 2022). 

The South African government also provided grants and interest-free loans through 

programs like the Sukuma Relief Program and the South Africa Future Trust to lessen the 

pandemic's effects on SMMEs gradually (Devereux, Béné, and Hoddinott, 2020). Even 

though there is still work to be done, these grants and loans have been significant in 

helping to keep many small businesses afloat and have made it easier for South Africa's 

economy to recover gradually (Devereux, Béné, and Hoddinott, 2020). 

1.8 Research methodology 

The study adopted a quantitative research approach informed by a positivist research 

philosophy. Using a non-probability (purposive) sampling technique, it targeted 201 

SMME leaders, owners, and managers in Durban, under the eThekwini metropolitan 

municipality. The study used a closed-ended questionnaire as the primary data collection 

tool, which was physically distributed to participants. 

Version 28.0 of the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was employed to 

analyse participant data. The researcher ethically handled every dataset, ensuring 

participant integrity was never compromised. The researcher applied for and obtained 

ethical clearance from the Faculty Research Ethics Committee Office. A 'Letter of 

Information' was used to explain the study scope to potential participants during 

recruitment. 
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1.9 Delimitation of the study 

The research was limited to SMMEs located within the eThekwini metropolitan 

municipality in the KZN province, South Africa. 

1.10 Structure of the thesis 

There are five chapters in this research study: 

Chapter 1: Introduction and Background 

The first chapter provided a thorough overview of the study's background, problem 

statement, research significance, and research objectives. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Chapter two thoroughly overviews recent studies investigating how the government 

supports small businesses in SA. It examines how small businesses contribute to the 

country's economy and how they could help bring about significant economic changes. 

The chapter also describes small business managers' difficulties during the COVID-19 

pandemic and their perceptions of these challenges. In conclusion, it discusses the 

financial, non-financial, and skills development support services available from the 

government.  

Chapter 3: Research Methodology  

The research design and methodology employed in the study are presented and 

analysed. This chapter explores and rationalizes the approaches utilized in carrying out 

the research, covering aspects such as research method, population, sampling 

techniques, and data collection instruments, all aligned with the study's aims and 

objectives. Additionally, the chapter explores the ethical considerations underpinning the 

research endeavour. 

Chapter 4: Interpretation and discussion of results 

Chapter four provides a comprehensive overview of the findings. It analyses and 

discusses these results concerning the aims and objectives of the study. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations  

This chapter provides a detailed summary of the study conclusions and offers practical 

recommendations for supporting SMMEs affected by COVID-19.  

These recommendations are also intended to aid policymakers, government officials, and 

small businesses in general.  

1.11 Summary of the chapter 

Chapter One introduced the study, provided its background and context, and stated the 

research problem, objectives, and significance. Additionally, it outlined the study 

limitations, dissertation structure, and an overview of the research methodology. The 

following chapter will examine existing literature on the study's main points to gather 

information to help achieve the research objectives.  
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 CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines literature pertinent to the study, concentrating on research on the 

productivity of government support programs to help SMMEs during the COVID-19 

pandemic. This chapter further explores the literature on SMME contributions to the 

economy in South Africa and globally, as well as the impact of COVID-19 on SMMEs and 

SMME innovation.  

2.2 Definition of SMMES in a South African context 

SEDA (2016) defines SMMEs as enterprises that employ up to 50 individuals, categorized 

as Micro (1 to 10 employees), small (11 to 50 employees), and medium (51 to 249 

employees), with an annual turnover not surpassing R2 million. According to Lekhanya 

and Dlamini (2017), the definition of SMMEs varies by region, location, and national 

economy, and the primary criterion is the number of employees. Abor and Quartey (2020) 

supported this perspective by noting that the definition of SMMEs varies between 

countries, depending on criteria such as the number of employees or annual sales 

turnover. 

Per the National Small Business Amendment Act 29 of 2006, categorizes small 

businesses in South Africa into the micro-enterprise, tiny enterprise, small enterprise, and 

medium enterprise. 

The current study employs the National Small Business Act definition of SMMEs in its 

conceptualization of SMMEs. 

2.2.1 SMME definitions in the National Small Business Act (NSBA) 

Survivalist enterprises earn income below the minimum wage at the poverty level. This 

category includes hawkers, vendors, and subsistence farmers, often classified as micro-

enterprises (Abor and Quartey, 2017). 
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Microenterprises have an annual turnover less than the R150 000 registration threshold 

for value-added tax (VAT). These small businesses often only employ five people and are 

home-based businesses like "spaza shops" and commuter cabs (Machaka 2018). 

Medium enterprises typically employ between 51 to 100 employees or up to 200 in the 

manufacturing, construction, power, and mining sectors. 

2.2.2 Classification of SMMEs according to SEDA 

Figure 2.1 below categorizes small enterprises into three groups according to the number 

of full-time equivalent (FTE) employees and annual turnover. Medium-sized enterprises 

employ between 51 and 250 paid employees, with annual turnovers ranging from R40 

million to R220 million, depending on the sector. Small enterprises typically employ 11 to 

50 workers, with annual turnovers ranging from R15 million to R80 million. Micro 

enterprises are businesses with ten or fewer employees, and their annual turnovers range 

from R5 million to R20 million, varying by industry. 

Table 2.1 below classifies SMMEs according to size, number of employees, annual 

turnover, and assets. Medium enterprises employ fewer than 100 to 200 employees, with 

annual turnovers below R4 million and assets ranging from less than R2 million to R18 

million, varying by sector. Small enterprises have fewer than 50 employees, with annual 

turnovers below R2 million and assets below R2 million, varying by sector. Tiny 

businesses have fewer than 10 to 20 employees, with annual turnovers ranging from 

below R200,000 to R500,000 and assets totalling less than R150,000 to R500,000, 

depending on the sector. Micro businesses typically have fewer than five employees, with 

annual turnovers below R150,000 and assets less than R100,000 varying by sector. 

The classifications of Figure 2.1 and Table 2.1 below show that the definitions of SMMEs 

vary, but they are companies with 99 or fewer employees, lower annual turnover, and 

fewer assets. 
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2.2.3 Classification of SMMEs 

 

Figure 2.1 Classification of SMMEs 

Source: Adapted from SEDA (2016)  

2.2.4 SMMEs according to the NSBA Act 

Table 2.1 SMMEs according to the National Small Business Act (NSBA) 

 

Source: Adapted from Lekhanya (2015) 
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2.2.5 Definition of SMMEs used in the study 

This study categorizes SMMEs as follows: Micro enterprises have one to five employees, 

small enterprises have fewer than 50 employees, and medium enterprises have 100 to 

200 employees. The term 'SMME' collectively refers to Micro, Small, and medium 

enterprises, encompassing all businesses with 0 to 200 employees, as depicted in Table 

2.1. 

2.2.6 International definition of SMMES 

This section thoroughly reviews worldwide small business definitions to understand what 

an SMME truly is. According to Berisha and Pula (2015), although the significance of the 

SMME industry is globally acknowledged, defining SMMEs can be difficult because each 

country has a different definition. There is no universally accepted definition of SMMEs. 

For instance, businesses that Americans or Europeans consider to be SMMEs are 

classified as substantial businesses in South Africa (Berisha and Pula, 2015).  

In the United States of America, small businesses are classified based on number of 

employees, earnings, and the type of industry (Chowdhury and Alam, 2017). For instance, 

an SMME is a firm with 500 or fewer employees in manufacturing. In Ghana, SMMEs are 

companies with fewer than 100 employees and total assets under USD 1 million (Addae-

Boateng and Dzisi, 2016). Meanwhile, in Canada, the description of a business category 

is determined by the number of employees, according to the Canadian Industry Statistics: 

Micro businesses have 1-4 employees, small businesses have 5-99 employees, medium 

businesses have 100-499 employees, and large businesses have 500 or more 

employees. 

The classification system for the size of Chinese SMMEs is intricate (Khan, 2020) as 

companies are generally categorized based on operating revenue, workforce size, or total 

assets (Fatoki, 2014). In developing countries like Kenya, small and mid-size businesses 

are called MSMEs, which stands for micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises. In India, 

the abbreviation MSMED stands for micro, small, and medium enterprise development. 

Various studies have demonstrated that countries classify firms based on their size or 

organizational structure despite differences in terminology. SMMEs vary according to 
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each country's legislative framework (Gerli, 2019). According to Stiegler and Bouchard 

(2020), the thresholds for SMMEs in South Africa are minimal compared to those in 

developed nations. Many companies regarded as SMMEs in the USA or Europe would 

be considered significant firms in South Africa (Stiegler and Bouchard, 2020). 

2.3 COVID-19 impact on SMME sustainability 

According to Veselovská (2020), the disruptions brought by COVID-19 had varied effects 

on businesses. Some were mandated to shut down, while others, considered essential, 

remained operational. Although some enterprises could convert workers to operate 

remotely, others lacked the necessary tools. Acee-Eke and Ogonu (2020) reported that 

COVID-19 and the associated lockdowns negatively impacted the sustainability of 

SMMEs. These enterprises struggled to source clients due to social distancing measures, 

leading to some stock expiring and necessitating its disposal. 

Christianson (2020) supported this statement, finding that keeping businesses afloat amid 

the COVID-19 pandemic was challenging, as some enterprises, like salons and transport 

industries, required the capability to work remotely. Moreover, Bouri et al. (2022) added 

that airlines were grounded, hotels empty, and tour buses unused in their depots, which 

suggests that most people were at home, which took a toll on all SMMEs in the city of 

Durban one way or the other (Bouri et al. 2022). As a result, companies could not pay 

wages since they were not operating and had no income (Helppie‐McFall and Hsu, 2020). 

Subsequently, small businesses decided to retrench some staff and cut remaining 

employee salaries (Adikaram, Naotunna and Priyankara, 2021). Jackson (2020) further 

stated that companies were severely impacted, with SMME owners still obligated to cover 

all expenses, even during periods of no income. 

Calitz, Poisat, and Cullen (2017) find that some SMMEs decided to shut down their 

business entirely. The COVID-19 impact on SMMEs negatively affected the economy, 

aggravating unemployment and increasing poverty. Research conducted in the USA 

indicated that many small businesses have shut down, with many unlikely to reopen post-

pandemic (Shafi, Liu and Ren, 2020). Many families relied on SMMEs for basic household 

needs; unfortunately, most SMMEs were hardly sustained during the pandemic 
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(Juergensen et al. 2020). However, some businesses could adapt to the change and shift 

to working remotely (Howe et al. 2021).  

According to Schleicher (2020), small businesses discovered innovative methods to 

maintain themselves amid the COVID-19 pandemic. In support of this assertion, Mitchell 

(2023) noted that businesses that shifted to virtual operations during lockdown continued 

with this approach post-pandemic due to its convenience and cost-effectiveness. Pan and 

Zhang (2020) also emphasized that technology is pivotal in preventing many businesses 

from failing by enabling uninterrupted service delivery. 

Moore (2017) defines sustainability as conducting business to avoid hostile 

environmental, local community, or societal impacts. In business contexts, sustainability 

generally focuses on two main areas: environmental impact and social responsibility. 

Rungani and Potgieter (2018) elaborate that for SMMEs to attain sustainability, they must 

assess their financial standings and identify their financing requirements over various 

durations. SMMEs should also specify these needs and investigate sustainable financing 

opportunities, such as investing in new equipment and adopting more efficient practices. 

Radzi, Nor, and Ali (2017) argue that South Africa faces the highest unemployment rate 

globally, primarily attributed to the unsustainability of SMMEs stemming from their limited 

financial awareness and challenges in accessing funding. Extensive research indicates a 

positive link between financial awareness and business sustainability (Anderson, 2017). 

Companies prioritizing financial literacy demonstrate a deeper understanding of the 

financial impacts of strategic decisions, leading to improved efficiency. Gong et al. (2019) 

highlights that financial intelligence is crucial for the viability of SMMEs in both developed 

and developing economies. 

Msomi and Olarewaju (2021) argue that business managers who possess financial 

literacy are more capable of ensuring the growth and longevity of their businesses. Nizam 

et al. (2019) further posits that access to funding significantly contributes to business 

sustainability. However, SMMEs need help accessing financing sources such as banks, 

stock markets, or other credit sources rather than larger organizations (Schmidt, 2016). 
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2.3.1 How COVID-19 affected operations in KZN  

 

Figure 2.2 How COVID-19 affected operations in KZN 

Source: Adapted from Economics for Inclusive Prosperity (Econfip) 2020 

Figure 2.2 below shows that COVID-19 affected travel restrictions or face-to-face 

interactions with (28 percent), whereas jobs, meetings, and training were affected by (11 

percent). Nine percent of projects placed on hold were affected and working from home 

contributed (8 percent). Cost cutting contributed (7 percent), with events cancelled, clients 

closing, and suppliers closing at (7 percent, 7 percent, and 4 percent), respectively. Lower 

revenues, slow decision-making, postponed events, training on hold, fear of engaging, 

and low patronage due to customers needing to be able to operate contributed (3 percent) 

each.  

Mylonas (2021) pointed out that COVID-19 has extensively affected communities, small 

businesses, and organizations, causing ripple effects in financial markets. Disjointed 

governmental responses and lockdown measures disrupted supply chains (Boehme et 

al. 2021), particularly impacting the hospitality and travel sectors, where hourly workers 

faced severe economic challenges. According to a report by the National Institute of 

Health (2022), COVID-19 significantly disrupted sporting events in 2020. The travel 
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industry experienced a surge in cancellations and reduced demand following strict social 

distancing measures and travel restrictions (National Institute of Health, 2022). 

Additionally, panic-buying and stockpiling during the pandemic strained the food sector, 

leading to concerns about shortages in staple products like long-life milk, pasta, rice, and 

canned vegetables (Jackson, 2020). 

2.4 Government initiatives to support COVID-19 affected businesses  

COVID-19 had a terrible impact on small businesses across the globe, with Msomi, 

Odunayo and Ngcobo (2021) highlighting that most small business owners reported that 

COVID-19 harmed their businesses' viability and sustainability. Harel (2021) reported that 

revenue and innovative business operations decreased due to the COVID-19 crisis. Due 

to the virus, SMMEs worldwide suffer from high labour expenses, rising rents, and low 

customer purchasing power (Tran, 2020). To curb the persistent premature closure of 

struggling SMMEs, the government of SA has developed several initiatives to help and 

support these struggling SMMEs. One of the various initiatives the government 

implemented to help SMMEs stay operational and innovative is the COVID-19 Relief Fund 

(Zhou et al. 2023).  

According to Chriswan (2020), the government critically analysed the various skill gaps 

in each industry, to offer essential assistance to support the SMME sustainability. Cant 

and Wiid (2013) stated that the government also provides training programs through 

agencies such as SEDA and NYDA.  

More literature is needed to cover the administrative processes SMMEs follow to apply 

for government assistance. It is concerning that most SMMEs in Durban struggle to obtain 

knowledge about government funding programs for COVID-19 relief. According to Osho 

and Afolabi (2014), transparency is essential for businesses to benefit from government 

support programs. 

Beraha and Duricin (2020), concurred that governments worldwide implemented 

initiatives to reduce COVID-19's impact on SMMEs' ability to function efficiently. Muriithi 

(2017) affirmed that, on a worldwide scale, government assistance for SMMEs, continues 

to be crucial. The government of a country creates the ideal economic environment for 

the development of their SMMEs (Murithi, 2017). Recognizing the negative financial 
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impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the South African government committed to assisting 

the SMME sector in returning to normal operations through the National Small Business 

Act (NSBA) (2020). 

According to Viviers (2020), the NSBA (2020) has played a crucial role in creating an 

enabling environment by providing financial and non-financial governmental assistance 

to SMMEs in South Africa. A 2020 report from the United Nations Conference on Trade 

and Development (UNCTAD) stated that governments globally were allocating funds for 

loans to SMMEs affected by the pandemic. The report mentioned countries like Argentina, 

Chile, and Vietnam, and further stated that accessing these funds was restricted to 

specific sectors. For instance, In El Salvador, funds were earmarked for sectors like 

agriculture, tourism, transport, and communications. A COVID-19 fund was established 

in Myanmar to offer loans to SMMEs owned by citizens of Myanmar as well as businesses 

in the clothing, hospitality, and tourist sectors (Khit, Thanabordeekij and Leurcharusmee, 

2023). In contrast, Argentina mandated banks to provide loans to SMMEs from any sector 

at interest rates below the inflation rate (Didier et al. 2021). 

2.4.1 Financial Initiatives 

Governments worldwide implemented measures to shield SMMEs from the full impact of 

COVID-19, as indicated by Economics for Inclusive Prosperity (Econfip) (2020). For 

instance, policymakers in Europe and the USA are offering SMMEs financial support 

equivalent to two years' profits. A project like this increases the likelihood that small 

businesses will survive the pandemic and remain competitive. 

In the 2022 State of the Nation address, the South African government announced 

implementing a new business ‘bounce-back’ scheme to assist SMMEs experiencing 

hardships due to the COVID-19 epidemic. Below are some of the interventions initiated 

by the government: 

Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF) – COVID-19 Temporary Relief Benefit 

The South African Department of Employment and Labour (2020) announced the 

availability of relief benefits initiated to cover salaries of employees of businesses forced 

to stop or reduce operations due to COVID-19 lockdowns. Business owners had to apply 
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on behalf of employees. The Department of Labour managed the funds and earmarked 

R30 billion for the UIF scheme. Businesses had to register for UIF, and their closure must 

directly result from the COVID-19 pandemic. It was further stated that the application 

process was straightforward, with the applications made via an online link, where a letter 

of authority, payroll proof, and confirmation of banking details were uploaded. 

SMME Debt Relief Fund 

The Department of Small Business Development issued application guidelines for this 

relief fund, to alleviate existing debts and support SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(SEDA, 2020). This fund, managed by SEDA, assisted with capital, stock, and financing 

for orders and equipment tailored to the specific needs of each business. The total fund 

was R500 million, which was a soft loan. Requirements were (100 percent) South African 

ownership with an employ of (70 percent) SA nationals. Businesses were required to 

register on the SMME SA portal to apply. The preference was given to women and youth 

(SEDA, 2020). 

Reliance or Business Growth Fund 

SEDA (2020) announced a second initiative to assist SMMEs to sustain their participation 

in supply chain value, especially those manufacturing locally or supplying high-demand 

items during the pandemic. This relief program provided working capital, stock financing, 

purchase order finance, and capital equipment finance. The government tailored funding 

amounts to each business's needs, with funding terms determined based on their cash 

flow. The government provided loan facilities at an interest rate of prime minus (5 

percent). Businesses completed applications via the SMME SA Platform. SEDA (2020) 

indicated that while registration dates were specified, timelines for assessments and 

funding were not clearly defined 

 

Youth Business Relief Fund 

To assist enterprises in South Africa, the Youth Chamber of Commerce and Industry of 

SA NPC initiated this relief scheme to assist young SMME owners, directly affected by 

COVID-19 (Ladzani, 2022). The fund assisted with operational costs, labour costs, and 
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rental costs. The office of the Treasurer General, Edgar Legaole, who acted as 

chairperson of the Youth Business Relief Fund, administered the funds. Applicants 

needed to be South African citizens with existing businesses and be between the ages of 

13 to 35 years. Applications were submitted online and manually. 

NEF COVID-19 Intervention Fund  

In collaboration with the Department of Trade, Industry, and Competition, the National 

Empowerment Fund (NEF) facilitated funding for black SMME owners involved in 

manufacturing of medical supplies (Hlebela, 2020). The Department of Trade and Industry 

(DTI) and the NEF managed these funds. The limitation was R10 million per applicant for 

working capital, machinery, and equipment. The government granted concessionary 

loans ranging from R500,000 to R10 million, totalling R200 million in funds. A specialized 

group of experienced investment professionals expedited approval for eligible black 

entrepreneurs. The goal was to ensure that the entire process from submitting 

applications to distributing funds, would be completed within two weeks, contingent upon 

receiving all necessary documents for commercially viable applications. 

Tourism Business Relief 

The National Department of Tourism (2020) unveiled a single, restricted grant to aid 

SMMEs within the tourism sector, ensuring their viability during and after COVID-19. The 

funding subsidized expenditures related to fixed and operational costs, supplies, and 

other essential expenses. The Department of Tourism managed the grant; the total 

amount was R200 million, restricted to R50 000 per entity. Applications were submitted 

online, with the stipulation that if no response was received within 30 days, the application 

should be considered unsuccessful. Acceptance, if funding was approved, had to be 

confirmed in writing within seven days.  

There is no evidence confirming that SMMEs received the funds. However, the listed 

schemes were credible since government support structures published them on their 

websites 
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2.4.2 Non-financial initiatives 

SEDA (2020) is responsible for managing the provision of non-financial services to 

businesses, which include marketing, mentorship, training initiatives, procurement 

advice, and technical support. According to Mkhonza and Sifolo (2022) local governments 

should prioritize SMMEs affected by COVID-19 by giving them the skills they need to be 

innovative. Christianson (2020) concurs with the statement by stating that SMMEs should 

have the skills necessary to put them back on the map, while also making sure they are 

flexible and capable of overcoming any obstacles they may encounter. 

As stated in a report by the National Youth Development Agency (NYDA) (2023), the 

agency offers non-financial support services such as mentoring, business consulting, 

market connections, and training programs in business management. They also provide 

youth cooperative development programs aimed at revitalizing SMMEs, assisting them in 

reopening or maintaining their operations. The mentoring is reported to be ongoing for a 

period of two years to track progress. 

2.4.3 Administrative structures/procedures established to access government 

support during COVID-19 pandemic. 

More literature should be published on the administrative procedures that small 

businesses follow to access government support, given its current limitations. Beraha and 

Duricin (2020) mentioned that in South Africa, the Department of Small Business 

Development manages funding programs aimed at helping SMMEs deal with the impacts 

of COVID-19, focusing on enhancing the competitiveness of innovative small enterprises. 

Additionally, small businesses should consult organizations like NYDA, SEDA, and SEFA 

for information on funding opportunities (Econfip, 2020). 

The NYDA (2023) article outlined the following details concerning the NYDA grant 

application process: 

• Eligibility for Young Entrepreneurs: The process encourages applications from 

business owners under 35. 

• Document Submission: Applicants must submit all required documents. 
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• Business Management Course: Proof of attendance at a business management 

course is necessary. 

• Business Presentation: A 10-minute business presentation can be held via phone 

or in person. 

• Evaluation Process:  NYDA official will carry out a due diligence assessment. 

2.5 Contribution of SMMES towards the economy 

According to Matekenya and Moyo (2022), SMMEs contribute (90 percent) of all 

businesses worldwide and (50 percent) of employment. The authors further indicated that 

formal SMMEs contribute up to 40 percent of GDP in emerging markets (with that figure 

gradually increasing when factoring in the informal economy) and provide 70 percent of 

job opportunities. Gherghina et al. (2020) support this by emphasizing that the small 

business sector demonstrates more excellent employment absorption than larger 

enterprises. The average cost of capital per job created in the SMME industry is lower 

than that of larger businesses. SMMEs foster competitive market environments and 

exhibit faster adaptability compared to well-established companies 

2.5.1 South African economy 

Most businesses in the South African economy are SMMEs (Tran, 2020). The 

government perceives the SMME sector as a promising opportunity to create a supportive 

environment, improve job creation prospects, and address wealth distribution 

requirements (Kibuuka and Tustin, 2019). 

Matekenya and Moyo (2022) assert that SMMEs in South Africa are widely viewed as the 

most rapidly expanding sector and are the primary driver of economic expansion. Peters 

et al. (2014) confirm that SMMEs contribute to economic development by creating job 

opportunities, thus reducing poverty. In addition to stabilizing the South African economy 

and generating employment opportunities, The SMME sector significantly stimulates 

innovation and fosters creativity among entrepreneurs (Tuffour, Amoako, and Amartey, 

2020). Vacu-Ngqila and Ho (2023) stated that the contribution of SMMEs to Gross Value 

Added (GVA) has long existed and increased from 2008 to 2019. However, Martin (2021) 

contends that despite the longstanding existence of the SMME sector, essential 



24 

 

knowledge and expertise still need to be acquired to prevent failures and sustain business 

enterprises. 

The National Development Plan (NDP) (2022) outlines ambitious objectives for South 

Africa by 2030, involving poverty eradication, reduced inequality, and lowering 

unemployment to (6 percent). However, there exists a significant disparity between these 

targets and the current economic reality in South Africa, where household poverty stood 

at around (57 percent) in 2021, and the unemployment rate was approximately (27 

percent) (Yeboah, 2021). South Africa is one of the world's most consistently unequal 

societies, with a Gini coefficient of 0.65 that has seen little change over the past decade 

(Statistics South Africa, 2015). According to a report from the Department of Trade, 

Industry, and Competition (2022), SMMEs play a critical role in stabilizing the economy 

by employing about (56 percent) of the workforce and contributing an estimated (45 to 55 

percent) to GDP. 

The National Development Plan (2022) identifies SMMEs as crucial for fostering inclusive 

growth and development in South Africa. The government emphasizes the importance of 

these enterprises for job creation, innovation, and competitiveness, aiming for SMMEs to 

generate 90 percent of new jobs in South Africa by 2030. In the first quarter of 2018, the 

SMME sector reportedly employed nearly 8.9 million people (SEDA, 2016), underscoring 

its role in significantly reducing poverty through job creation and related economic 

benefits (Matthee and Heymans, 2013). 

Lamprecht (2021) reports that SMMEs play a substantial role in the economies of BRICS 

nations, comprising Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa. At the recent 15th 

annual summit in Sandton, Stavros Nicolaou, head of the Business Council, announced 

a significant achievement, that BRICS countries collectively contribute (32 percent) to the 

global economy, surpassing the G7 group's (30 percent) share of global GDP.  

2.5.2 International perspectives  

SMMEs play a critical role in lowering unemployment globally by generating job 

opportunities (Zhou et al. 2023). SMME participation in job creation ranges from (50 to 

70 percent) among developed European states (Müller, Kiel and Voigt, 2018). In the 

United Kingdom (UK), this sector makes up (60 percent) of employment (Tikakul and 
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Thomson 2018). While in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), SMMEs form (30 percent) of 

Asia's GDP (Saqib, Zarine, and Udin, 2018). Atiase and Dzansi (2019) stated that SMMEs 

contributed to the increase of employment in Ghana, which in turn contributed to reducing 

the country's poverty from (37.6 percent) in 1991 to (9.6 percent) in 2012. 

According to Heinicke (2018), SMMEs are the backbone of the global economy and help 

eliminate poverty since they can operate efficiently with fewer resources. In Nigeria, small 

businesses contribute (45 percent) to the GDP and account for (25 percent) of 

employment (Pulka and Gawuna, 2022). Takawol and Ibrahim (2021) assert that SMMEs 

are the fastest-growing segment and the most rapidly expanding sector in many emerging 

economies, commonly viewed as the primary driver of economic growth. Chundu (2020) 

concurs that SMMEs are progressively assuming a significant impact on the economies 

of numerous countries. Based on a study conducted in Zimbabwe by Maseko and 

Manyani (2011), SMME development and sustainable growth could significantly help to 

alleviate that nation's dire economic problems because they have low start-up costs, low 

risks, and the ability to explore new markets and develop new products, due to the 

population's creativity. Based on Matekenya and Moyo (2022), SMMEs contribute to over 

(60 percent) of GDP and more than (70 percent) of employment in developing countries. 

In addition, SMMEs in Turkey constitute (99.9 percent) of all businesses, (76 percent) of 

employment, (53 percent) of pay and salaries, (63 percent) of turnover, (53.3 percent) of 

value added at factor cost, and (53.7) percent of gross investment in tangible goods 

(Turkstat, 2016). Moreover, small businesses make up (95 percent) of enterprises in 

Tanzania, contributing (35 percent) to the GDP and accounting for up to (40 percent) of 

all jobs (Gamba, 2019). 

SMMEs account for the highest share of employment and make up the most significant 

portion of job generation in developing and developed countries (Myslimi and Kaçani, 

2016). Furthermore, they produce the most significant number of jobs and employ the 

greatest number of people (Moipolai, 2022). Thus, SMMEs are acknowledged worldwide 

for their distinctive impact in fostering economic growth and generating job opportunities, 

and their GDP contribution cannot be disregarded (Bouazza, 2015). 
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Table 2.2 SMME sector contribution to employment and GDP in developing countries 

 

Source: Adapted from Matekenya and Moyo (2022) 

2.6 The influence of COVID-19 on SMME innovation 

Innovation is explained by Hendratmoko (2021) as the development of new goods, 

services, and procedures that meet consumer wants, generate revenue, and provide a 

company with a competitive advantage. Caballero-Morales (2021) defines innovation as 

developing something unique that benefits consumers. In addition, According to Lee et 

al. (2021), innovation serves as a strategy for establishing new technologies, proposals, 

processes, products, and services that fulfil consumer needs. 

The pandemic has led to significant technological advancements in many countries. 

(Kumar et al.  2020). Renu (2021) concurs with this statement, noting that people globally 

have created new methods of non-physical communication. 

Due to the pandemic, some South African SMMEs have created digital workplace 

methods to maintain operations despite government regulations (Pan and Zhang (2020) 

stated that technology protects most companies from collapsing by ensuring the services 

are not interrupted. Sekyere (2020) contended that despite the global advancements in 

technology during the pandemic, lower-income enterprises and informal SMMEs continue 

to face challenges in accessing these newly invented technologies. 

Ozili and Arun (2020) noted that while some business owners lacked the skills to use 

online tools to keep their businesses running during the COVID-19 pandemic, others took 
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the initiative to learn and adapt during this period. Mazzarol (2015) emphasized that 

technological advancement should be considered a crucial element for SMMEs, 

strategically utilized to foster innovation and enhance their resilience in a post-COVID-19 

environment. Roper and Turner (2020) agree that modernization is pivotal for the recovery 

and ongoing success of SMMEs after COVID-19 disruptions, while Gibb and Buchanan 

(2020) propose that SMMEs should consistently implement recovery plans to ensure 

continuity following significant disruptions 

2.7 Environmental factors affecting SMME operations 

According to Christianson (2020), the internal environment encompasses all factors or 

influences directly affecting the company's daily operations. Critical components of this 

internal setting include clients, suppliers, competitors, shareholders, financial entities, and 

the workforce. The significant number of individuals laid off or forced to shut down their 

businesses due to stringent government regulations during the COVID-19 lockdown 

contributed to internal factors impacting SMME operations (Le, 2020). Ozil and Run 

(2020) stated that suppliers increased stock prices during the lockdown, making it even 

more difficult for customers to buy and for businesses to survive. Furthermore, the authors 

state that customers were restricted from traveling, so they could not purchase. 

2.7.1  Internal factors 

SMMEs face a variety of internal factors that can significantly influence their operations. 

These factors can determine their ability to compete, grow, and sustain themselves in the 

market (Teka, 2022). Here are some vital internal factors affecting SMME operations: 

• Management and Leadership 

Mhlongo (2021) asserts that effective leadership and management are crucial for 

SMMEs. Poor management can lead to inefficiencies, low morale, and a lack of direction 

(Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2013). Solid leadership provides guidance, motivates 

employees, and steers the business toward achieving its goals (Steers and Lee, 2017). 

• Financial Management 
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Proper financial management ensures that an SMME has the necessary resources to 

operate (Wolmarans and Meintjes, 2015), and it includes budgeting, managing cash flow, 

securing funding, and dealing with debts. Danilov and Konstantin (2014) stated that sound 

financial practices help maintain liquidity and solvency, while poor financial management 

can lead to insolvency and business failure. Lack of financial management caused many 

businesses to struggle with maintaining adequate cash flow due to sudden revenue 

declines and operational disruptions (Rodrigues et al. 2021). Warsame (2020) observed 

that with proper financial planning, SMMEs found it easier to meet essential expenses 

such as rent, payroll, and utilities, exacerbating their financial strain. 

Furthermore, SMMEs needing more sound financial management structures encountered 

difficulties accessing crucial financial support mechanisms offered by governments and 

financial institutions (Mazibuko, 2021). Chilwana (2021) highlighted that some SMMEs 

needed more cash reserves or access to credit, leaving them highly susceptible to 

prolonged periods of reduced revenue or unexpected expenses. Consequently, many 

faced the looming threat of insolvency or closure. 

• Human Resources 

The quality and management of the workforce are vital for SMMEs. It involves hiring 

skilled employees, providing ongoing training and development, and maintaining good 

labor relations (Koval, 2015). A study by Nago (2020) found that most SMMEs require 

additional staff; often, business owners handle all the work themselves, and businesses 

can barely afford to invest in staff training. These challenges can lead to limited growth 

potential, innovation and customer service difficulties, increased compliance issues, and 

a lack of specialized skills and training (Wiid and Cant, 2021). These issues collectively 

hinder productivity, innovation, and sustainability, necessitating creative improvement 

solutions (Abdullahi, Jakada and Kabir, 2016). 

• Marketing and Sales  

Chauhan (2018) points out that an effective marketing strategy helps identify and reach 

target customers. SMMEs must invest in market research, branding, advertising, and 

sales strategies to increase their market share and customer base (Karimi and Naghibi, 

2015). Strydom (2017) observed that many SMMEs struggle with effective marketing due 
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to limited budgets, lack of expertise, and time constraints, which result in poorly targeted 

campaigns. 

• Innovation and Technology 

Keeping up with technological advancements and integrating innovative practices can 

give SMMEs a competitive edge (Jabeen et al. 2023), which includes adopting new tools 

and technologies to improve efficiency, productivity, and customer satisfaction (Abdallah, 

Phan, and Matsui, 2016). The outcomes of this study observed that SMMEs are unlikely 

to afford technological advancements due to limited budgets, as Strydom (2017) 

suggested, which is why the businesses deemed government support essential. 

• Customer Relationships 

Bolton and Tarasi (2017) found that maintaining strong customer relationships is vital for 

repeat business and referrals, which entails providing excellent customer service, 

understanding customer needs, and effectively addressing feedback. Developing and 

cultivating customer relationships enhances loyalty, favorable word-of-mouth, and 

enduring business sustainability (Aripin, Pynatih and Aristanto, 2024). The participants in 

this study could not reach consumers due to COVID-19 restrictions, which might explain 

the reasons behind reduced profits. 

• Compliance and Legal Issues 

Adhering to laws and regulations is essential to avoid legal troubles and fines (Virglerová 

et al. 2020), which involves understanding and complying with tax laws, labor laws, 

industry standards, and environmental regulations (Webb, Ireland, and Ketchen, 2014). 

Most SMMEs operate informally, frequently encountering legal issues and often missing 

out on government benefits (Maloka 2013). 

• Business Location and Facilities 

According to a study by Wardana et al. (2023), the physical location and facilities of the 

business can influence operational efficiency and customer accessibility. Adequate 

facilities that meet operational needs and are accessible to customers and suppliers are 

essential. The right location can enhance visibility, attract customers, and improve 
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logistics, contributing to overall business success (Barreto, Amaral, and Pereira, 2017). 

Most study participants were in Durban Central, which gave them an advantage since it 

is the busiest location, with malls, public transport stations, and more. 

2.7.2  External factors 

Anderson (2017) characterizes external environmental factors as elements external to a 

company's internal operations that can impact its functioning. These external forces can 

either support the business or challenge its existing operations. The generic external 

environmental factors businesses should consider are political, economic, social, cultural, 

legal, and technological factors. The majority of SMMEs lacked the technological skills to 

adapt to new changes, such as working remotely (Islam et al. 2021), while some 

businesses, like those in the farming and transport industries, are not designed to operate 

using technology (Jomo and Chowdhury, 2020). 

External factors significantly influence SMMEs' operations, strategies, and overall 

success. Grasping and efficiently overseeing these factors is essential for their 

sustainability and growth. 

• Economic Environment 

The economic environment significantly influences the operational environment of 

SMMEs. According to Girdzijauskas et al. (2022), economic stability is defined by inflation 

rates, interest rates, and overall economic growth, directly impacting consumer spending 

behaviours and business investments. Additionally, market dynamics, such as 

competition and variations in demand, influence pricing strategies and profitability (Park, 

Jung, and Choi, 2020). 

• Political and Legal Environment 

The political and legal environment is another critical factor impacting SMMEs. 

Government regulations and compliance requirements, such as labour laws, health and 

safety standards, and environmental regulations, impose operational constraints and 

additional costs (Karkkainen, 2019). In this regard, Bushe (2019) finds that government 

policies, including taxation, subsidies, and support programs, can either facilitate or 

hinder SMME growth. For example, favourable tax policies and grants can reduce 
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operational costs and encourage entrepreneurship, whereas burdensome regulations 

can stifle innovation and competitiveness (Atichasari and Marfu, 2023). Concerning this 

study, businesses were affected by lockdown regulations from the government. Some 

businesses benefitted from the government relief packages. However, most businesses 

deemed government support ineffective since they still need to receive financial aid. 

• Technological Environment 

Technological advancements are transforming the business landscape, offering both 

challenges and opportunities for SMMEs. Staying current with technological trends and 

adopting new technologies are essential for maintaining competitiveness (Afolayan and 

De la Harpe, 2020). However, keeping up with rapid technological changes requires 

continuous investment in new tools and skills, which can significantly burden resource-

constrained SMMEs (Mhlongo and Daya, 2023). Due to limited resources, the study 

findings indicate businesses could not adapt to working online amid the COVID-19 

epidemic. 

• Environmental Factors 

Environmental sustainability and climate change are becoming crucial concerns for small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMMEs). Azadegan et al. (2020) assert that climate 

change and extreme weather events can disrupt supply chains, affect raw material 

availability, and impact operational continuity. According to Vesal, Siahtiri and O'Cass 

(2021), proactive environmental management can enhance brand reputation and 

customer loyalty, while failure to address these concerns can lead to regulatory penalties 

and loss of market share, as found by Mthabela (2015). 

• Competitive Environment 

The competitive environment influences the strategic decisions of SMMEs. De Toni et al. 

(2017) highlights that competition within an industry affects pricing strategies, market 

share, and profitability. Since some businesses could operate remotely, they gained an 

advantage over those that required physical resources. 

• Infrastructure 
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Infrastructure quality, including transportation networks, communication systems, and 

utility services, affects SMME operations. Malik et al. (2022) state that efficient logistics 

and reliable access to electricity, water, and internet services are fundamental for smooth 

business operations. Poor infrastructure can increase operational costs, cause delays, 

and limit market reach (Sharma et al. 2020). Based on findings and due to the pandemic, 

lockdown rules compelled businesses to stay closed; however, SMMEs had to pay rent 

and electricity bills, adding more financial strain. 

• Trade and International Factors 

Trade policies and international factors also impact SMMEs. Ezeh, Okechukwu, and 

Ogbo (2023) stated that tariffs, trade agreements, and import/export regulations influence 

SMME's ability to engage in international trade. Favourable trade policies can open new 

markets and reduce costs, while restrictive trade barriers can limit market access and 

increase operational costs (Khanna, Palepu, and Sinha, 2015). Furthermore, COVID-19 

restrictions and government regulations halted business trade activities, impacting the 

economy (Curran, Eckhardt, and Lee, 2021). 

• Public Health Issues 

Public health issues, such as pandemics, can significantly disrupt SMME operations. The 

COVID-19 pandemic highlighted SMMEs' vulnerabilities to global health crises, leading 

to disruptions in supply chains, decreased consumer demand, and operational 

restrictions (Etemad, 2020). SMMEs must, therefore, develop contingency plans, 

diversify their supply chains, and adopt flexible business models to enhance resilience 

against such unforeseen events. 

2.8 Strategies to improve SMME sustainability post-COVID-19 

The literature shows that small businesses are more likely to succeed and support overall 

economic growth when they foster innovation, employment, and competitiveness 

(Chowdhury and Alam, 2017). These small enterprises easily accept new tactics and 

quickly adjust to change (Mhlanga and Moloi, 2020). Small businesses significantly 

influence economic growth in a rapidly changing world and a global marketplace that is 

becoming increasingly competitive. Therefore, fostering economic expansion, generating 



33 

 

employment possibilities, and furthering technological advancement requires an 

innovation strategy. Innovation is essential for businesses to keep pace with new market 

trends and provide customer needs. 

The government must invest in research, infrastructure, and technology in the essential 

business sectors (Shafi et al. 2020). An upskilling and re-skilling platform is necessary for 

the sustainability of SMMEs (Christianson, 2020). Moreover, it is incumbent upon the 

government to formalize the informal business sector, enabling them to access 

developmental programs. 

2.9 Summary of the chapter 

In summary, the literature reviewed and highlights the vital role of government support 

structures in aiding SMMEs during the COVID-19 crisis. The analysis underscores the 

importance of financial and non-financial support, the enhancement of skills, and the 

varied perceptions of SMME owners regarding government interventions. These insights 

set the foundation for the subsequent chapter, outlining the research methodology 

adopted to explore these themes in greater depth.  
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 CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

The preceding chapter examined and evaluated existing literature on the effectiveness of 

government entities established to assist SMMEs in the eThekwini Municipality amid the 

COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter elaborates on the methods and procedures used to 

conduct this study. As stated by Saluveer et al. (2020), research methodology is the 

methodical gathering of information with the intention of gaining data to resolve the 

research problems. 

This chapter explore various research methods and strategies, including design, 

methodology, population, and data collection instruments. It covers the pilot study, validity, 

reliability, and ethical considerations. Additionally, the justification for the chosen research 

methods is provided. 

3.2 Research design 

Snyder (2019) defines research design as the blueprint or framework of an investigation, 

outlining its plan and structure, developed to answer research questions, with the plan 

being the overall framework of the study. Krammer (2017) identifies three fundamental 

types of research design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods. Krammer also 

notes that researchers shape the chosen research design based on the type of research 

and the potential constraints of the project. According to Gorard (2013), a research design 

aims to persuade a more comprehensive, often skeptical, audience that the research 

conclusions were derived using appropriate methods and are, therefore, as reliable as 

possible. 

This study, therefore, adopted a quantitative research method. Using a quantitative 

research method allows for statistical analysis, enabling researchers to collect data from 

many respondents. This enhances the reliability of findings and supports the ability to 

generalize results across a broader population. Additionally, it facilitates the identification 

of patterns and relationships, providing an ultimate basis for drawing conclusions and 

making informed decisions (Snyder, 2019). The population included SMMEs operating 

under the eThekwini Municipality at the time of study. The philosophical perspective of 
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this research was to determine the effectiveness of government support structures 

implemented to assist SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

This study gathered data through a questionnaire coded and analysed using SPSS 

(version 28.0). The research design necessitated the participation of SMME owners. 

3.3 Research philosophy  

Research philosophy encompasses the system of beliefs and assumptions used to create 

knowledge by supporting the selection of research methodologies, strategies, and data 

collection techniques (Wilson, 2014). Three primary assumptions guide research 

paradigms: ontology (the nature of reality or being), epistemology (The study explores 

what constitutes acceptable knowledge and how it communicates), and axiology (the role 

of ethics and values in the research process) (Khatri, 2020). These assumptions together 

form the basis for the five significant philosophies in business and management research: 

Positivism, critical realism, interpretivism, postmodernism, and pragmatism (Wilson, 

2014). 

3.3.1 Positivism 

Khatri (2020) explains that Positivism involves working with tangible evidence and 

generalizations akin to laws. Zyphur and Pierides (2020) add that Positivism holds the 

belief that only "factual" knowledge obtained "through observation (the senses), including 

measurement, is reliable." The authors also note that Positivism relies on "quantifiable 

observations that lead to statistical analyses" and has been a prevalent research 

approach in business and management for many years. 

Positivists favour scientific, quantitative methods for their research methodology (Masi et 

al. 2018). In positivist research, the role of the Researcher is confined to the collection 

and objective interpretation of information, serving as an objective observer who remains 

impartial. Consequently, the findings in these studies can be seen and measured. 
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Despite its widespread use, Positivism has several weaknesses that may limit its 

effectiveness in social science research. It simplifies complex real-world situations into 

experimental conditions that are challenging to apply. For example, organizations or 

communities are not typically willing to participate in experiments. Positivism also fails to 

provide in-depth explanations of the causes and processes underlying research 

phenomena, and its case studies are often difficult to generalize because they usually 

focus on a single unit of analysis (Hasan, 2016). 

3.3.2 Critical Realism  

Critical realism posits that reality exists independently and externally; however, past 

experiences and sensory perceptions influence the truth, alongside individuals' 

perceptions of the world and the events they experience (Kankam, 2019). Due to its 

emphasis on explanation, desire to make complexity understandable, reconciliation of 

agency and structural causes, and explanatory focus, Critical realism connects with 

qualitative research methodology (Willis, 2023). Archer (2016) argues that realism is a 

broad and adaptable concept that promotes creativity and flexibility in its application, 

advocating against rigid methodological frameworks. However, a drawback is that realism 

is a meta-theory and does not provide specific procedures for conducting social research. 

3.3.3 Interpretivism  

Holloway (2017) describes interpretivism as a sociological research approach that 

examines actions or events through the lens of the beliefs, norms, and values prevalent 

in the society where they occur. This qualitative approach is employed to study human 

behaviors in sociology. This method is advantageous because it can serve as a basis for 

exploring research philosophy and informing decisions about how research plans align 

with values, as Petrakis (2020) noted. 

Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) argue that interpretivism is not value-neutral, as researchers' 

values can affect research outcomes. Thus, using interviews to collect data is essential 

for understanding participants' thoughts, views, emotions, and biases. 

The drawback lies in the inability to generalize primary data from studies due to its 

significant influence on personal perspectives and values. According to Sekaran and 



37 

 

Bougie (2016), interpretivists argue that simple, universal laws cannot adequately explain 

the complexity of social phenomena. They also argue that achieving objective observation 

of the social world is unattainable because intentional behaviours and actions construct 

its meaning, which is inherently subjective to humans. 

3.3.4 Postmodernism  

Thompson (2017) characterizes postmodernism as examining late capitalism's social and 

cultural aspects (post-modernity), marking a period that ushered in a sense of freedom 

and an ethos where 'anything goes' in research. Postmodernism "allows individuals to 

question the theories and not take them as facts" (Duignan, 2014). Jameson (2018) 

supports this by stating that postmodernist values are significant in research, where 

"subjective and multiple opinions of individuals and communities are considered, rather 

than predetermined rules for action." 

Griffiths (2020) argues that postmodernism values multiple interpretations rather than 

relying on a singular authoritative voice of the expert Researcher. It can also help 

comprehend current research issues and integrate critical reflexive thinking into research 

practices to explore innovative research approaches (Griffiths, 2020). However, Jabri 

(2006) contends that postmodernism lacks solutions for conflict analysis. 

3.3.5 Pragmatism  

Pragmatism argues that theories about reality hold significance only to the extent that 

they facilitate practical action. Ontologically, reality is seen as the tangible result of 

actions, indicating that truth is determined by what proves effective (Given, 2018). 

According to Brittanica (2016), pragmatism involves individuals interpreting reality based 

on considerations of effectiveness and utility to serve their interests and needs. This 

approach often integrates quantitative and qualitative methods to assess various aspects 

of social science research. Pragmatism emphasizes problem-solving and contends that 

the most suitable research methods are those most effective in addressing research 

questions. 

The limitation of pragmatism is that it deals with consequences rather than explanations. 

It is also subjected to poor-quality initial data with inaccurate information and poor 
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documentation (Masi et al. 2018). Dawadi, Shrestha and Giri (2021) concur that 

pragmatism may present challenges in interpreting discrepancies between different data 

types. Moreover, deciding on the sequence of data collection and determining when to 

proceed with sequential designs, which entail studying various groups over an extended 

timeframe, can pose challenges. 

3.3.6 The Research Philosophy selected for the study  

Exploring and examining the philosophies represents several research approaches that 

researchers could consider. However, this research specifically investigated the 

effectiveness of government structures established to assist SMMEs during the COVID-

19 pandemic in the eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality. The Researcher engaged a 

diverse group of SMME owners across various industries within a brief timeframe (Ryan, 

2015). Additionally, the Researcher employed a quantitative research methodology 

aligned with a positivist philosophy, which asserts that only factual knowledge derived 

from observation (in this study, through questionnaires) is reliable, neutral, and 

independent of the research topic (Cameron, 2010). This rationale guided the 

Researcher's adoption of a positivist philosophy. 

3.4 Research Methodology 

Patel and Patel (2021) define research methodology as a systematic approach to 

identifying, selecting, and analysing data to acquire knowledge and understanding of 

research phenomena, meaning that researchers research to solve a current problem or 

contribute to the existing literature by determining why specific problems occur and how 

to solve them (Menzies and Erwin, 2017). Mukherjee (2018) identifies the primary 

methodological options as quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research designs. 

3.4.1 Quantitative Research  

Leedy and Ormrod (2015) claim that the quantitative research approach includes the 

association between two or more phenomena. Quantitative research can be in an 

experimental or a descriptive form. Additionally, quantitative research relies on numerical 

representation and the management of interpretations. According to Given (2018), 

quantitative data consist of numerical information, such as statistics and percentages. 



39 

 

This study gathered quantitative data through questionnaires distributed to SMME 

owners. 

Quantitative research is commonly linked with positivist philosophies and deductive 

approaches, although not exclusively so, as it involves using data from sampled subjects 

to test a theory (Kankam, 2019). It focuses on examining relationships between variables, 

using numerical methods, and analysing data through statistical techniques (Bryman and 

Bell, 2015). Their efficiency in data analysis drove the decision to use quantitative 

methods in this study, their ability to reach a large portion of the population, and their 

capacity to provide precise, easily interpretable numerical data. 

3.4.2 Qualitative Research  

As defined by Ormston et al. (2014), qualitative research is an investigative approach 

valuable for exploring and comprehending a central phenomenon. Malterud (2018) further 

characterizes qualitative research as naturalistic inquiry, originating in the social and 

human sciences, emphasizing theories of interpretation and human experience. Holloway 

(2017) defines qualitative research as a method of social inquiry that centres on how 

individuals understand their experiences and environment. 

Qualitative research often connects with interpretive philosophies, although it is not 

exclusively so, and it follows an inductive approach where researchers gather data from 

sampled subjects. Themes are categorized, and variables and their relationships are 

defined to construct a theory through a conceptual model (Ghauri, 2020). One of the 

hallmarks of qualitative research is the exploration of participants' perspectives and the 

relationships between them, interpreted using non-numerical data (Bryman and Bell, 

2015). Al-Sharif (2021) has pointed out the drawbacks of qualitative research, noting that 

it can be time-consuming, labor-intensive, and lacks statistical representativeness. 

Qualitative research is rooted in naturalism, whereas quantitative research is grounded 

in Positivism (Given, 2018). Naturalism aligns with qualitative research methods by 

observing the behaviors of research subjects in real-world situations without altering or 

influencing any variables. The primary benefit of using a qualitative method, as described 

by Creswell and Creswell (2017), is that the Researcher gathers information through 

detailed interviews, focus groups, and observations, characterized by the Researcher's 
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intense presence with the participants, which allows the Researcher to elicit detailed 

information from individuals or groups regarding a problem. 

3.4.3 Mixed Methods Research  

Mixed methods research involves gathering quantitative and qualitative data and 

integrating these two types of data using distinct designs (Ormston et al. 2014). 

 According to Smajic et al. (2022), a key characteristic of mixed-methods research is its 

methodological pluralism, which results in studies offering broader perspectives than 

those using single-method designs. Ormston et al. (2014) conclude that the core principle 

of mixed methods research is that combining quantitative and qualitative approaches 

provides a more comprehensive understanding of research problems than using either 

approach alone. This approach employs quantitative and qualitative methods to 

understand better the phenomenon under study or the theory investigated. 

These methods can include (1) concurrent design (where Researchers conduct 

quantitative and qualitative methods in parallel), (2) sequential exploratory design 

(starting with qualitative methods followed by quantitative methods), (3) sequential 

explanatory design (starting with quantitative methods followed by qualitative methods), 

and (4) sequential multi-phase design (involving iterative phases of quantitative and 

qualitative methods) (Kankam, 2019). 

Dawadi et al. (2021) noted that numerous research inquiries cannot be adequately 

addressed solely through quantitative or qualitative methods. Mixed methods studies 

integrate qualitative and quantitative components, offering a comprehensive approach to 

investigate all research questions thoroughly. Almalki (2016), however, contends that 

conducting and analyzing data and interpreting results may demand more expertise than 

using a single method. Moreover, integrating different methods necessitates additional 

resources such as time and funding. According to Hesse-Biber (2015), pragmatism is the 

dominant philosophy in mixed methods research. Choosing pragmatism as a paradigm 

emphasizes an approach that leverages the distinct strengths of both qualitative and 

quantitative methods in the inquiry process 



41 

 

3.4.4 Research Methods selected for this study  

This study adopted a quantitative research methodology. This choice was motivated by 

its ability to efficiently gather data from a large population to assess the effectiveness of 

government support structures for SMMEs in the eThekwini Municipality. Additionally, the 

quantitative method allows for generalization from the sample to the broader population 

and provides control over the variables examined in the study. Therefore, adopting a 

quantitative approach allowed the Researcher to gather numerical data to explore the 

concepts, opinions, or experiences of SMME owners regarding COVID-19 relief funds 

and assistance (Abutabenjeh and Jaradat, 2018) 

3.5 Target population 

According to Nagda (2020), a target population in research includes all entities that 

capture the researcher's interest. It is crucial to select the right target population to ensure 

the findings are pertinent. Defining the target population is crucial for three main reasons: 

it establishes the research's scope and objectives, determines the types of data needed, 

identifies the specific characteristics of individuals eligible to participate in the study, and 

provides the overall population or universe size to calculate the sample size (Frost et al. 

2016). 

Leedy and Ormrod (2015) state a targeted population should be precise or specific to 

meet the study aims. The population comprises of SMMEs registered with the DTI in 

eThekwini Municipality. There are currently 3000 SMMEs in the database as reflected in 

the Durban Chamber of Commerce website (Durban Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

NPC, 2024). This population holds the information that this study aims to gather (Hair et 

al. 2011). They represent the individuals to whom the results of this study can be extended 

or applied generally (Boparai, Singh, and Kathuria, 2018). Lastly, the respondents were 

located within one municipality, making it easier for the researcher to collect data. 

3.6 Sampling  

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2014), in statistical terms, A sample is a smaller group 

chosen from a larger population to reflect the characteristics of the whole group. In 

research, it is often only feasible to survey some members of a population due to the 
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sheer size of the group. Sampling is essential because it allows researchers to gather 

enough information to satisfy the research question without polling the entire population, 

saving time and money (Harel, 2021). Therefore, sampling involves selecting appropriate 

elements from a population (Denzin and Lincoln, 2014). The author notes that 

researchers can choose sample members through probability or non-probability 

sampling. 

3.6.1 Probability Sampling 

Frost et al. (2016) describe probability sampling as a technique where every member of 

a population has a known, non-zero chance of being selected. Each element in a 

population has an equal chance of being chosen. According to Saunders (2018), this type 

of sampling allows researchers to fulfil research questions and accomplish the objectives 

of inferring population traits through data derived from a subset. Researchers commonly 

utilize probability sampling in quantitative studies. 

Johnston (2014) identifies five techniques of probability sampling: Simple random 

sampling, systematic sampling, stratified random sampling, cluster sampling, and 

multistage sampling. These methods guarantee that every individual in the population 

has a recognized and equivalent chance of being chosen. (Zikmund et al. 2013). 

Researchers praise probability sampling for its accuracy, efficiency, and cost-

effectiveness. However, Khanyisa (2016) argues that using probability sampling can be 

challenging due to difficulties in accessing a comprehensive population list and time and 

cost constraints. Additionally, bias can still occur under certain circumstances. 

3.6.2 Non-Probability Sampling 

Saunders (2018) explains that non-probability sampling encompasses various techniques 

for selecting a sample based on subjective judgment. These techniques include quota 

sampling, purposive/judgmental sampling, snowball sampling, self-selection sampling, 

and convenience sampling (Adams and Lawrence, 2015). This method does not 

guarantee that each population member will be part of the study. (Timans, Wouters, and 

Heilbron, 2019). Non-probability sampling is typically associated with qualitative research 

and is suitable for small and large targeted populations (Neuman, 2011). As Sekaran and 
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Bougie (2016) suggest, non-probability sampling may be required to collect data in 

situations where probability sampling is impractical. 

3.6.3 Sampling used in this study 

Using a non-probability (purposive) sampling technique in this study is justified as it 

targets SMME leaders, owners, and managers specifically in Durban, allowing for 

focused insights that reflect the unique economic and social dynamics of the eThekwini 

metropolitan municipality (Johnson, 2014). This method enables the selection of 

respondents with the relevant expertise and experience, ensuring that the data collected 

is practical and applicable (Sekaran and Bougie, 2016). Additionally, purposive sampling 

is resource-efficient, enabling quicker data collection while allowing researchers to 

explore specific hypotheses tailored to the needs of SMMEs, ultimately enhancing the 

relevance and applicability of the findings (Saunders, 2018). The focus on the eThekwini 

municipality is crucial as it is a key economic hub in South Africa, hosting a diverse range 

of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMMEs) (Khanyisa, 2016). 

3.6.4 Sample Size  

The sample size refers to the number of respondents in an experiment, which affects the 

accuracy and detectability of study results (Johnston, 2014). It is crucial in research 

because researchers generalize study findings to the entire population based on the 

precision of the sample. In this study, as reported by SEDA (2016), more than 1,050 

registered small, medium, and micro enterprises (SMMEs) are under the jurisdiction of 

the eThekwini Municipality, representing the entire population. These SMMEs have 

registered with the Durban Chamber of Commerce. 

Given a population size of more than 1,050, Sekaran and Bougie (2010) suggest an 

estimated sample size of 202. Additionally, Sekaran and Bougie (2016) confirm that a 

sample size of 202 is adequate for a population of 1,050, assuming a proportion level of 

0.67. Hence, the Researcher used the population table proposed by Sekaran and Bougie 

(2016) to derive a sample size of 200 business owners and managers. 
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3.7 Data collection  

Mosweu and Mosweu (2020) describe data acquisition as assembling, quantifying, and 

interpreting precise findings for research through validated methodologies. Data 

collection assists researchers in addressing the phenomenon identified in the study 

(Grove, Burns, and Gray, 2013), drawing from both primary and secondary sources 

(Sekaran and Bougie, 2010). They additionally outline primary data as data gathered 

firsthand by the investigator on the variables of focus for the investigation and secondary 

data as information obtained from pre-existing sources. The Researcher utilized primary 

and secondary data to fulfil the study objectives. 

Primary data for the study was obtained from respondents through the administration of 

questionnaire on SMME owner/managers in eThekwini Municipality. The questionnaire 

was self-administered and through research assistants. Secondary data was sourced 

from articles, government gazettes, government reports, as well as government websites 

from government departments and public sector organizations, to understand the 

government support structures and the administration of funds in the eThekwini 

Metropolitan Municipal region. 

3.7.1 Data Collection Design 

The Researcher designed a questionnaire to address the research inquiries for data 

collection. The questionnaire comprised two sections: Part A focused on demographic 

information, while Part B aimed to assess the effectiveness of government support 

structures for SMMEs. The study specifically crafted the questions to evaluate the 

assistance offered by the government during the COVID-19 pandemic from the viewpoint 

of SMME owners. Responses to the questions were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, 

ranging from strongly agree to disagree strongly. The Researcher designed the questions 

to be concise, straightforward, and clear in meaning. 

The questionnaire predominantly used Likert scaling, which was most suitable for the 

study because it effectively quantifies attitudes, perspectives, and perceptions within a 

questionnaire. (De Boer et al. 2012). The author also mentioned that the Likert scale is 

straightforward and facilitates more accessible analysis. Additionally, Waples (2016) 

asserts that it requires less time and effort to complete compared to scales with higher 
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numbers of points. According to Sekaran and Bougie (2016), Likert scaling is widely used 

in organizational research to measure attributes and behaviors. 

As the study investigated the difficulties encountered by businesses that existed from 

2020 to 2021, the major challenge faced was that the businesses that existed during the 

COVID-19 pandemic had already closed, which limited the number of participants in the 

study. 

Obtaining responses from these owners proved challenging due to their initial reluctance 

or busy schedules. To address this, the research assistant left some questionnaires with 

the staff and arranged for their collection later. Additionally, the data collection methods 

were adjusted, with the Researcher completing questionnaires for respondents who 

requested assistance 

3.7.2 The Research Instrument  

According to Zohrabi (2013), data collection instruments are designed to gather 

qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method data. For this study, the questionnaire was 

developed based on insights gathered from the literature, with a preference for a 

quantitative research approach to test identified variables effectively. Akyildiz and Ahmed 

(2021) outline three main types of data collection instruments: questionnaires, focus 

groups, and interviews, with this study opting for a questionnaire. 

Sekaran and Bougie (2016) explain that questionnaires can be conducted in person or 

self-conducted, disseminated via mail, online survey platforms, or delivered face-to-face. 

Given the study's objectives, a questionnaire was deemed suitable for assessing the 

effectiveness of government support structures for SMMEs during the COVID-19 

pandemic. This method allows respondents to complete the questionnaire conveniently, 

ensures anonymity, and reduces costs (Gaur et al. 2020). This study selected a structured 

questionnaire as the data collection tool. The Researcher formatted the questionnaire in 

print for manual distribution and retrieval. 

The Researcher designed the questionnaire to be manually administered, with the 

assistance of a Research Assistant, who read and understood the study's aim and 

purpose and the definition of SMME to identify the qualifying businesses accordingly. The 
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research assistant proceeded to sign a binding agreement, indicating that participation 

from the targeted population was voluntary and that participants must read Letter of 

Information and sign a Consent form (refer to appendix B). The research assistant visited 

SMMEs within the eThekwini Municipality and completed the questionnaire while asking 

them questions to save them time. The Researcher administered the questionnaire 

between 01 June and 30 August 2023.    

The questionnaire included the following sections: 

• Demographic Information  

This section assisted in determining participants' ages and genders, aiming to ascertain 

if there were any tendencies related to accessing information through media channels. 

• Business sector 

These questions assisted in identifying the SMMEs within the eThekwini Municipality. 

• SMME owner perceptions 

This section fulfilled the initial research objective, which was to ascertain SMME owners' 

perceptions of the COVID-19 pandemic's impact on their enterprises. 

• Government COVID-19 relief strategies  

This section aimed to fulfil the second research objective: assess the efficacy of 

government structures set up to aid SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

Researcher formatted a questionnaire with closed-ended questions, spanning four pages 

and taking about 10 minutes to finish in the pilot testing phase. 

3.7.3 Administration of the questionnaire 

The Research assistant handed out the questionnaires to business proprietors or 

managers at their places of work. Each survey was accompanied by a letter explaining 

the study's objectives and assuring that the information provided by participants would 

remain anonymous and confidential. Using a printed questionnaire offered the advantage 

of gathering mass responses quickly compared to an interview-style questionnaire. 

Business owners who were too busy to complete the questionnaire immediately opted to 
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take it and complete it later. The research assistant arranged collection dates, 

accordingly, which contributed to a higher response rate. 

3.8 Pilot study  

Pilot testing assists the Researcher in identifying vague or unclear statements from 

developed questionnaires (Huang et al. 2021). As suggested by Whitehead et al. (2016), 

a pilot study typically requires at least 30 participants according to standard practice. The 

Researcher sent the questionnaire via Google Forms to 30 participants who were not part 

of the study. Before distributing the final questionnaire, a pilot test is conducted to 

evaluate the research methodology and identify potential issues that might affect the 

data's quality and validity (Allen, 2017). 

Various challenges arose during the data collection process for the pilot study on the 

questionnaire. These included instances where SMME owners declined to participate or 

requested to postpone the questionnaire's completion and collection to another day. 

Some also expressed a desire for compensation. Furthermore, there were complaints 

about the questionnaire's length. To address these issues, the Researcher adapted the 

questionnaire by conducting interviews and completing them on Google Forms on behalf 

of the respondents. Additionally, some participants provided their email addresses and 

WhatsApp numbers so they could respond at their convenience. The Researcher 

administered the pilot questionnaire via Google Forms from 1 March to 3 April 2023. 

3.9 Data analysis  

Data analysis involves systematically examining unprocessed, unorganized data to 

derive meaningful information and draw conclusions (Allem, 2020). In this study, data was 

gathered and analysed with the support of an impartial statistician using SPSS 28.0. The 

Researcher tabulated data and generated graphs to facilitate the evaluation and 

understanding of research findings. Analytical systems aim to transform data into 

actionable information necessary for decision-making (Anderson and Williams, 2019). 

The choice of statistical analysis methods depended on the research questions, the 

number of factors considered, and the measurement scale. 
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The following analytical techniques were employed to identify patterns in the collected 

data: 

Chi-square goodness-of-fit-test: This test assessed whether any response options for 

a categorical variable were selected significantly more or less frequently than expected. 

3.10 Validity of research  

Validity in a quantitative study pertains to how well a variable is measured accurately and 

is appropriate for its intended use, ensuring that survey questions effectively assess the 

intended information (Creswell, 2014). Kankam (2019) outlines three primary types of 

tests used to validate a research questionnaire: 

Content Validity: Ensures that the questions in the questionnaire effectively cover the 

concepts studied, assessed by referencing literature, previous research, or using a panel 

of experts to classify each question as 'essential,' 'useful but not essential,' or 'not 

essential.' 

Criterion-related Validity: Evaluates how well the questionnaire can predict outcomes 

by comparing its data with predetermined criteria. This type of validity often involves 

statistical techniques like correlation analysis. 

Construct Validity Measures how well the study's findings align with the theoretical 

hypotheses underlying the research questionnaire. It is tested through convergent and 

discriminant validity. Convergent validity is confirmed when different questionnaires 

measuring the same concept produce highly correlated results. Discriminant validity is 

established when scales measuring theoretically distinct constructs do not show 

significant correlations. 

This study adopted content validity. The questions designed were to gain a thorough 

insight into how effective the government structures were and whether SMMEs were 

satisfied with the services. The literature review also examined past papers to gather 

adequate knowledge on constructing questionnaires. 
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3.11 Reliability of research  

Reliability refers to the stability, dependability, and consistency of research findings over 

time, ensuring that if the study repeats using similar methods, the same findings will be 

obtained (Khatri, 2020). D'Sa (2013) outlines three main approaches to assessing 

reliability: 

• Test-retest reliability involves correlating data from the same questionnaire 

administered under as similar conditions as possible on two separate occasions. 

• Internal consistency examines the correlation of responses across questions 

within a questionnaire. In this study, the Researcher used Cronbach's alpha 

coefficient to assess internal consistency, measuring the extent of consistency 

within the dataset on a scale from 0 to 1 (Bryman and Bell, 2015). A Cronbach's 

alpha value closer to 1 indicates higher internal consistency, with a value greater 

than 0.7 generally considered reliable (D'Sa, 2013). 

Cronbach's alpha was employed to examine the reliability of the research instrument 

3.12 Bias 

Pannucci and Wilkins (2015) define bias as any tendency that hinders the impartial 

assessment of a question. In research, bias occurs when systematic inaccuracies are 

introduced into sampling or testing, showing a preference for one outcome or response 

over others. Bias may appear at different phases of research, starting with study planning 

and data gathering and going through to data interpretation and publication (Bryman and 

Bell, 2015). Smith and Noble (2014) stated that bias in research can lead to distorted 

results and wrong conclusions, and such studies can lead to unnecessary costs. 

Furthermore, it can affect decision-making skills and limit problem-solving abilities. 

Smith and Noble (2014) argue that bias ingrains itself in all study designs. 

Although researchers should strive to reduce bias, recognizing potential sources of bias 

allows for a more thorough, critical assessment of the research results and conclusions. 
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Krammer (2017) suggests that a well-structured research protocol that clearly outlines 

data collection and analysis procedures in quantitative studies can help mitigate bias. 

This study will not be biased; all evidence will be represented legitimately by randomly 

selecting participants to take part in the study. 

3.13 Limitations 

Ross and Zaidi (2019) define limitations in a study as its deficiencies or weaknesses, 

which can arise from factors such as lack of resources, inadequate sample size, 

methodological shortcomings, and lack of participant availability. 

There is extensive government documentation on COVID-19 recovery programs for 

SMMEs; however, studies assessing the effectiveness of these schemes, specifically in 

Durban, are needed. Consequently, limited published literature was available to inform 

this study. A significant challenge was the high proportion of unregistered SMMEs, 

typically due to their small size and income level (Nieuwenhuizen, 2019). 

The study's scope was also restricted by cost and time constraints. Additionally, due to 

the broad nature of the SMME sector, it was not feasible to comprehensively investigate 

the topic as desired. Therefore, the findings are limited to the context of the eThekwini 

Municipality 

3.14 Ethical consideration 

Ethical considerations in research about the regulations and principles researchers must 

follow throughout their studies (Cacciattolo, 2015). Research often entails direct 

interactions with individuals to observe behaviors and evaluate the effects of specific 

phenomena on targeted groups. These ethical considerations regulate interactions to 

ensure the research adheres to established rules and standards. 

The Researcher handled the data collected with ethical care to ensure the integrity of the 

participants. The Researcher obtained ethical clearance (refer to appendix A) from the 

Postgraduate Research Office. A Letter of Information was provided to participants to 

explain the scope of the study. 
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The data collected by the researcher were handled with ethical care to ensure the integrity 

of the participants was not compromised. Ethical clearance and a gatekeeper’s letter from 

the Research Office were obtained by the researcher. A Letter of Information was 

provided to participants to explain the scope of the study. 

3.15 Anonymity and confidentiality 

According to Allen (2017), confidentiality involves ensuring that any personal, identifying 

information provided by participants is separated or modified in the data. On the other 

hand, anonymity pertains to collecting data without acquiring personal, identifying 

information. The Researcher maintained confidentiality and privacy for all participant data 

in this study. The Researcher ensured that participants' identities were not exposed or 

compromised and kept the details about SMME owners confidential to uphold their 

privacy 

• Trustworthiness 

Ahmed (2024) emphasized the importance of establishing trustworthiness to ensure the 

credibility and reliability of qualitative research findings. Key elements such as credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability are crucial. These elements collectively 

make the research robust, transparent, and trustworthy to others. Credibility in this study 

was maintained by debriefing the SMME owners and engagement with participants. The 

data collection method, as a manual questionnaire, ensured truth value. The Researcher 

conducted an online meeting with the research assistant to explain the questionnaire and 

emphasize the importance of obtaining consent. Dependability was maintained by 

accurately documenting the sequence of events that took place. 

 

3.16 Informed consent, voluntary participation 

Prior to commencing data collection, the Research Assistant gave participants a consent 

form to complete and send back to the Researcher. All gathered data will be stored 

securely at the administrator's office using pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality. After 

eight years, the data will be securely disposed of, and all documents will be shredded. 
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The information letter explicitly stated that participants could withdraw at any point and 

emphasized that their involvement was voluntary. 

3.17 Summary of the chapter 

In conclusion, this chapter has outlined the comprehensive research methodology 

employed in this study. It detailed the research design, data collection methods, sampling 

techniques, and data analysis procedures used to investigate the support provided to 

SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic. By establishing a rigorous and systematic 

approach, the methodology ensures the reliability and validity of the findings. The 

following chapter will present and analyse the results obtained from the research, 

providing deeper insights into the effectiveness of government support structures for 

SMMEs. 
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 CHAPTER 4: RESULTS INTERPRETATION AND 

DISCUSSION 

4.1 Introduction 

The research methodology and design were discussed in the previous chapter. As 

indicated, a quantitative research approach was chosen for this study. A questionnaire 

was used to collect data from selected SMME owners, managers, and other relevant 

decision-making stakeholders to investigate the effectiveness of government support 

structures established to assist SMME owners in eThekwini Municipality, whom COVID-

19 impacted.  

The chapter is focused on the presentation, analysis of data collected for the study as 

well as discussion of findings emanating from the data analysis. The presentations of the 

data involve the use of descriptive statistics represented through graphs, cross-

tabulations, and other visual aids for the quantitative data collected. Inferential techniques 

utilized chi-square tests. The conventional reporting approach involves indicating 

statistical significance, typically denoted by "p < 0.05," based on the generated p-value 

from the test statistic. 

4.1.1 Respondents’ responses 

220 copies of the research instrument/questionnaires were administered for the study 

and 201 copies were retrieved from respondents, 19 copies or 8.7% of the questionnaire 

were not returned or had incomplete responses and could not be utilized in the study. 

However. the response rate of 91.3% was considered large enough for analysis to form 

basis of addressing questions raised in the study.  

4.1.2 The Research Instrument 

The research instrument comprised 60 items, categorized at either a nominal or ordinal 

level of measurement. The questionnaire was structured into six sections, each focusing 

on distinct themes, as outlined below: 
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Table 4.1 Questionnaire Themes 

A Biographical data 

B COVID-19 pandemic impact on SMME sustainability   

C Government support structures: Perspective of SMME owners 

D Administration process followed by SMMEs to acquire government support 

E Financial support 

F Skills development 

4.1.3 Reliability Statistics 

Precision in research hinges significantly on reliability and validity. Reliability is assessed 

by gathering multiple measurements from the same subjects. According to Khatri (2020), 

a reliability coefficient of 0.60 or above is acceptable when assessing a newly developed 

construct. 

The table below shows the Cronbach’s alpha score calculated for all items included in the questionnaire. 

Table 4.2 Reliability Scores 

 Section 
Number of 

Items 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

B 
Impact of COVID 19 pandemic on SMMES 

sustainability   
8 0.572 

C 

Government support structures: perspective of 

SMME owners 
7 0.791 

D 

Administration process followed by SMMES to 

acquire government support 
7 0.864 

E Financial support 4 0.885 

F Skills development 5 0.950 

All items included 31 0.845 

The reliability scores for all sections meet or are close to the recommended Cronbach's 

alpha value. Although the researchers tested the coefficient at 0.6, Zalma et al. (2015) 

generally accept Cronbach's Alpha of 0.572, which suggests that these research sections 

exhibit acceptable and consistent scoring. 
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4.1.4 Factor analysis 

Factor analysis is a statistical method primarily employed to reduce data complexity. In 

survey research, researchers aim to condense several questions into a smaller set of 

hypothetical factors (Shrestha, 2021). According to Watkins (2018), factor analysis aids 

in identifying underlying factors that account for the organization and structure among 

measured variables. This study's five dimensions are independent variables, while the 

statements represent the dependent variables. These inferred independent variables are 

known as factors. 

Why is factor analysis critical? 

Factor analysis is a robust statistical method extensively applied across social sciences, 

psychology, and various disciplines to reveal latent patterns and streamline intricate 

datasets. Its primary objective is "to reduce the dimensionality of data by identifying 

underlying factors or latent variables that explain the observed correlations or 

covariances among a set of variables" (Siddiqui and Kathpal, 2021). In essence, it helps 

researchers find the "common threads or fundamental dimensions" that might influence 

multiple observed variables simultaneously. 

Taherdoost et al. (2022) explained factor analysis as "a special tool used to make sense 

of complicated information." Consider a scenario where a substantial accumulation of 

puzzle pieces exists, and the objective is to discern their interconnections. Factor analysis 

serves as a tool to identify the predominant patterns or significant elements within this 

collection (Watkins, 2018). For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, governments 

could utilize factor analysis to explore relationships among variables like unemployment 

rates, business closures, and geographic locations of businesses. This approach enables 

governments to strategically allocate funding to support struggling businesses and 

mitigate revenue losses among small enterprises. Factor analysis thereby aids in 

structuring extensive data and enhances decision-making processes concerning fund 

distribution (Shrestha, 2021).  

Factor analysis works under the assumption that the data that researchers observe have 

a few underlying factors, along with some measurement errors. These underlying factors 

are not directly observed but represent the commonality shared among the observed 
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variables. According to Watkins (2018) and Shrestha (2021), Researchers employ 

techniques like principal component analysis (PCA) and exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 

to identify underlying factors and determine their respective contributions to the total 

variance within the dataset. By doing this, researchers can better understand the structure 

of their data, identify any unnecessary repetition, and make their analyses more efficient. 

Moreover, factor analysis is vital for creating better measurement tools and enhancing 

the accuracy of predictive models, making it a crucial tool in both research and practical 

settings (Watkins, 2018). 

4.1.5 KMO and Bartlett's Test 

The summary table preceding the matrix table/s provides the outcomes of the Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett's Test. These assessments evaluate the appropriateness 

of the data for detecting underlying structures (Sarstedt, 2019). 

The KMO evaluates how much of the variables' variability can be attributed to underlying 

factors (Jain and Raj, 2013). Higher KMO values, nearing 1.0, indicate that the data are 

well-suited for factor analysis. In contrast, values below 0.50 suggest that the factor 

analysis results might not yield meaningful insights (Watson, 2017). 

Bartlett's test evaluates whether the correlation matrix resembles an identity matrix, 

indicating no relationships between variables and rendering the data unsuitable for 

structure detection (Watson, 2017). A significant level below 0.05 suggests that factor 

analysis could benefit the data (Sarstedt,2019). Factor analysis was conducted 

exclusively on the Likert scale items, with distinct components further divided into more 

detailed components. 

 Table 4.3 KMO and Bartlett's Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy. 

0.811 

Bartlett's Test of 

Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-
Square 

3664.751 

df 465 

Sig. < 0.001 
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This study met all the prerequisites for factor analysis. Specifically, the KMO Measure of 

Sampling Adequacy value exceeded 0.500, and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity significance 

value was below 0.05 (Sumarni, Susilaningsih and Sutopo, 2018). Therefore, the study 

utilized comprehensive questionnaires focused on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on SMMEs and the effectiveness of government support structures in the eThekwini 

Municipality. Subsequently, the questionnaires were coded and entered into a predefined 

sequence. This study analyzed the data using SPSS version 28.0 and presented the 

processed data through tables and graphs. 

The following section presents findings related to the demographic characteristics of the 

study participants. A summary of participant backgrounds was categorized into several 

sub-sections: gender, age, years in business, type of business, highest level of education, 

and reasons for starting their small businesses. This approach aimed to gather 

comprehensive information about the participants involved in the study, ensuring that 

knowledgeable respondents could provide relevant insights essential for the research. 

The subsequent results are derived from the demographic profiles of the study 

participants. 

4.2 Section A: Biographical data 

This section provides a background of the demographic profiles of the participants. 

4.2.1 Cross-tabulation of gender and age group 

Table 4.4 below illustrates the distribution of genders across different age groups   
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Table 4.4 Cross-tabulation of gender and age group 

  
Gender 

Total 

Age (years) Male Female 

≤ 20 Count 0 2 2 

% within Age (years) 0.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.0% 1.8% 1.0% 

% of Total 0.0% 1.0% 1.0% 

21 - 30 Count 18 34 52 

% within Age (years) 34.6% 65.4% 100.0% 

% within Gender 20.5% 30.1% 25.9% 

% of Total 9.0% 16.9% 25.9% 

31 - 40 Count 41 40 81 

% within Age (years) 50.6% 49.4% 100.0% 

% within Gender 46.6% 35.4% 40.3% 

% of Total 20.4% 19.9% 40.3% 

> 40 Count 29 37 66 

% within Age (years) 43.9% 56.1% 100.0% 

% within Gender 33.0% 32.7% 32.8% 

% of Total 14.4% 18.4% 32.8% 

Total Count 88 113 201 

% within Age (years) 43.8% 56.2% 100.0% 

% within Gender 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 43.8% 56.2% 100.0% 

As shown in Table 4.4, (100 percent) of respondents under 20 years are female. In 

addition, (65 percent) of respondents aged between 21 and 30 years are female, while 
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(34.6 percent) are male. Within the age category of 31 to 40 years, (49.4 percent) are 

female, and (50.6 percent) are male. The last category of respondents, with those over 

40 years of age, had (56,1 percent) females and (43.9 percent) males. Only (1 percent) 

of respondents fall within the age category of less than 20 years, whereas (25.9 percent) 

respondents are between 21 and 30 years, (40.3 percent) are between 31 and 40 years, 

and (32.8 percent) are over 40 years of age. The age distributions of participants skewed 

as more respondents were older than 30 (p < 0.001). 

The male-to-female ratio is approximately 2:3 (43.8 percent: 56.2 percent) (p = 0.078). 

Within the age category of 21 to 30, 34.6 percent are male. Within the category of males 

(only), (20.5 percent) were between the ages of 21 and 30. This category of males 

between the ages of 21 and 30 formed (9 percent) of the total sample.  
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4.2.2 Highest level of education 

The figure below illustrates the educational levels of the participants. 

 

Figure 4.1 Highest level of education  

Figure 4.1 above illustrates (29 percent) of respondents had attained a degree, while 

(24.9 percent) had a matric certificate and (20.9 percent) had a national diploma. Only 

(2.5 percent) of respondents have a Master's degree, with (1.5 percent) having obtained 

a PhD qualification. The remaining participants (23.38 percent) had acquired certificates 

or qualifications outside the options provided, which could be individuals who did not 

attend school, those with training certificates, and those who attended secondary school 

but did not graduate. It was observed (that 51.8 percent) of respondents have a first 

degree, which implies that, given the high unemployment rate in South Africa, numerous 

graduates have chosen to establish their businesses to support themselves financially. 

However, this contrasts with Kelly et al. (2021), who found that (87 percent) of business 

owners needed more tertiary education and turned to entrepreneurship after failing to 

secure employment. Thus, this suggests that venturing into entrepreneurship only 

sometimes demands formal education, underscoring the significant economic impact of 

small, medium, and micro enterprises (SMMEs) (Jili et al., 2017; Tang and Li, 2023; Zulu, 

2021). 
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4.2.3 Business Sector 

The figure below indicates the nature of the SMMEs. 

 

Figure 4.2 Business Sector  

Figure 4.2 above illustrates that most respondents (57.7 percent) operated in the retail 

sector, while (7.5 percent) operated in the accommodation sector and (6 percent) 

operated in the manufacturing sector. Only (3.5 percent) of respondents had a business 

in the transportation sector, while (2 percent) had a construction business, and (1.5 

percent) operated in the agricultural sector. The remaining (21.8 percent) participants 

operated outside the options provided. These options included but were not limited to, 

advertising, entertainment, fashion, and fitness, as well as photography, barbering, 

catering, wedding and decoration services, hair styling, funeral services, locksmithing, 

sewing, and cybercafés offering typing, printing, and other internet services. 
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4.2.4 Years of Experience 

The figure below illustrates the length of service of the participants. 

 

Figure 4.3 Years of experience  

A reasonable percent of the respondents, 34%, had been in business for between 11-15 

years. In essence, these respondents have pre-covid business experiences and would 

have experienced the stable and instability as well as the downturns of the south African 

business environment. Expectedly, learned experiences often tempered our reactions to 

situations and inform decisions and are expected to build in individuals absorbing 

capacities for handling unsavory situations as the covid pandemic. Therefore, the study 

is somewhat endowed with a rich sample consisting of individuals that may have be 

through financial and organizational distresses in their business path and endeavours. 

Perhaps, this sampled environment can inform policy on preventing business failures? A 

deeper inquiry may be of value on the environment, their sustainable policy and nature of 

the entrepreneurs who have weathered the storms and remained this far in business.  

0.0

5.0

10.0

15.0

20.0

25.0

30.0

35.0

< 1 1 - 5 6 - 10 11 - 15 > 15

5.0

27.9

24.9

34.3

8.0

P
er

ce
n

t

Number of years



63 

 

4.2.5 Years of existence 

The figure below illustrates the duration of time that participating organizations have been 

in operation 

 

Figure 4.4 Years of existence  

The mortality rate of businesses may vary across business sectors; however, the 

response rate suggests that substantial number of these businesses have escaped early 

mortality. (96 percent) of the participating businesses have been in operations for more 

than five years with (42.8 percent) of these been in business for well over 15 years. 

Therefore, it is apparent that SMMEs in the eThekwini municipality exhibit sustainability 

and represent a good model for businesses in South African. Their tenacity and capacity 

to escape mortality in the unstable and unpredictable business environment in South 

Africa can offer a useful lesson to other entrepreneurs in similar South African 

municipality. Perhaps, the tactical approach of some business owners running their 

businesses from home, thus avoiding rental expenses and low operation cost may have 

accounted for this pattern. In addition, operating within the local communities, where they 

have established a loyal customer base may have potentially contribute to their ongoing 

success. However, a study by Alonso and O'Neill (2009) reported results that contradicted 

those reported in this study. They reported only (20percent) of businesses have been 

open for more than a decade, and businesses need help to survive long-term. Although 

Alonso and O'Neill (2009) suggested that such results may stem from staffing challenges 
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and competition in their study population, results reported in the present study attribute 

city businesses to urban economists who have witnessed diversity, creativity, and 

innovation. 

4.2.6 Number of employees 

The figure below depicts the employee count within the organizations. 

 

Figure 4.5 Number of employees  

Figure 4.5 above illustrates that most businesses (38.3 percent) were operating with 1-5 

employees, while (38.7 percent) had 6-10 employees and (14.9 percent) had 11-20 

employees. Only (4.5 percent) of businesses have less than 21 employees, while (4.5 

percent) have no employees hired. Most respondents indicated their businesses had at 

most ten employees (p < 0.001).  

The research results demonstrate that SMMEs significantly contribute to job creation and 

alleviating poverty. Despite SMMEs employing fewer workers, they still have a meaningful 

impact on employment generation. This reduced workforce could stem from financial 

limitations or the inherent size of the business, as supported by Rogerson (2008). Amra, 

Hlatshwayo, and McMillan (2013), who acknowledged that SMMEs have a significant 

impact on the country's GDP and employment, with figures suggesting that they account 

for more than (35 percent) of GDP and approximately (72 percent) of all jobs in the nation, 
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which underscores their importance in driving economic growth and reducing 

unemployment rates. 
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Figure 4.13 shows that a moderate number of the respondents (36.3 percent) disagreed, 

and (27.7 percent) further strongly agreed that on-hand inventory expired and or was 

damaged due to the closure of business trading. Fewer respondents were neutral (36.3 

percent), while (25.9 percent) and (8.5 percent) agreed and strongly agreed. This study 

conducted a Chi-square test to ascertain whether on-hand inventory expired and 

damaged due to the closure of business trading.  

The study's findings indicate that most respondents (63.7 percent) did not experience 

goods expiring. This could be attributed to several factors, including the possibility that 

respondents are not primarily selling perishable goods. Items that do not spoil are less 

prone to expiration and might have been more resistant to supply chain disturbances 

amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, effective inventory management practices or 

timely consumption of goods could have contributed to respondents' lower incidence of 

expiration. However, a reasonable number of respondents had their goods expired.  

A study by Nicewicz and Bilska (2021) found that other factors may include delays in 

replenishing shelves due to transportation challenges or shortages of raw materials, 

resulting in products remaining unsold for extended periods and eventually expiring. 

Furthermore, understaffing or reduced operating hours may have made it challenging to 

rotate stock efficiently, causing goods to linger on shelves and expire. Moreover, concerns 

about COVID-19 transmission may have failed to allow in-person shopping, leading to 

decreased foot traffic and slower sales turnover, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

goods expiring. 
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19. The results indicate (P > 0.001) for this variable, signaling the government did not 

promptly formulate structures to help struggling SMMEs severely affected by COVID-19.   

The perception could arise from various factors, encompassing aspects such as 

inadequate receipt of necessary assistance, a lack of visible improvement, dissatisfaction 

with outcomes, comparisons with responses by other nations, communication 

shortcomings, and bureaucratic obstacles. However, it is evident (46.8 percent) that 

participants perceived that the government had acted promptly in establishing support 

services, which could be attributed to several factors. This indicates that SMMEs 

successfully received essential assistance, witnessed positive outcomes post-

assistance, accessed support, and consequently felt satisfied.  

The government sees SMMEs as significant contributors to employment and economic 

growth, and the government provides financial support like the SMME Debt Relief 

Finance Scheme and business growth funds, among other initiatives (Anakpo and Mishi, 

2021). Nevertheless, concerning implementing financial support for SMMEs, participants 

in this study revealed several challenges in response to the open-ended question. These 

challenges include business location, scoring criteria, insufficient business and 

managerial expertise, favoritism, cash flow constraints, delays in decision-making 

processes, communication obstacles, adherence challenges, and stringent requirements 

for business registration. These hurdles pose obstacles to the effective disbursement of 

funding to SMMEs. 
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These findings may stem from most respondents needing assistance and observing field 

changes. Nonetheless, there was a notable reaction to unveiling an R500 economic relief 

fund on 21 April 2020. This fund, equivalent to roughly (10 percent) of SA's GDP, signifies 

a considerable endeavor to deal with the obstacles presented by the pandemic (De 

Villiers et al. 2020).   

Common types of policies implemented for support include financial assistance programs 

such as grants, loans, and tax incentives, often outlined in government budget allocations 

and economic recovery plans.  
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essential activities. The government must explore more tailored approaches that consider 

each business's unique needs and situations (Zutshi et al. 2021). In addition, (14.4 

percent) of respondents agreed that the funding was enough for their businesses, and 

they appreciated the grants received from the government (Kelly et al. 2021). 
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As shown in Figure 4.35, most respondents (68.2 percent) disagreed, and (13.4 percent) 

strongly disagreed that skills development programs are innovative and influential to 

business sustainability. A smaller number of respondents (0.5 percent) were neutral, with 

(15.9 percent) agreeing with the statement and (2 percent) respondents that strongly 

agreed. A chi-square test was conducted to determine whether the skills development 

programs are innovative and influential to business sustainability. Based on the results, 

these programs may have yet to involve collaborations with industry partners, experts, or 

stakeholders, limiting their ability to incorporate real-world insights and best practices into 

skills development initiatives. Programs may not be agile or responsive enough to adapt 

to changing market demands, technological advancements, or evolving business models, 

diminishing their relevance and impact on business sustainability.  

Addressing these challenges requires a shift towards more innovative, collaborative, 

adaptable, and strategically aligned skills development initiatives prioritizing applied 

learning, industry relevance, and measurable impact on business sustainability. 

Incorporating innovation into existing business practices enables small businesses to 

operate more efficiently (Ghobakhloo, Zulkifli, and Aziz 2010).  

The study observed that the government offers various skills development initiatives to 

foster innovation within SMMEs. One such initiative is the Tshumisano Credit Programme, 

a partnership between Old Mutual and the Small Enterprise Fund (SEF), which extends 

technical and financial assistance to technology stations located within the University of 

Technologies. These stations, in turn, provide technology solutions, services, and training 

to existing SMMEs alongside support from the Innovation Fund (Booyens, Motala, and 

Ngandu 2020: 90) 

Data from a nationwide study in SA focusing on human resource and skills development 

in SMMEs was analyzed, unveiling significant findings. It highlighted essential skill gaps, 

particularly in financial management and soft skills, crucial for fostering innovation across 

various business sectors (Juliana et al. 2021). 
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4.7.7 Do you have any additional views or comments on the effectiveness of the 

government support systems designed to promptly help and support 

improvement of SMMEs affected by the COVID-19 pandemic? (Open-ended 

question) 

Based on the responses, several key issues emerged regarding government support for 

SMMEs.  

The responses revealed several critical issues regarding government support for SMMEs.  

Respondent 123 said: "The business was not registered; The government must also 

consider unregistered businesses." 

These findings raised the issue of unregistered/ informal businesses and suggested they 

should also be considered for government support, which may indicate a belief that such 

enterprises are overlooked yet still need support. The results of a study by Ray (2022) 

validated that business registration presented a challenge in distributing funding to 

SMMEs. The government denied most applications regarding this matter because they 

needed to register with the Companies and Intellectual Property Commission (CIPC). 

Respondent 22 said, " COVID-19 had a serious impact on our businesses, and no 

assistance has been received thus far." 

These results indicate that the COVID-19 pandemic substantially impacted their 

business, and they voiced dissatisfaction with the lack of assistance received up to this 

point. These findings reflect the widespread economic impact and perceived government 

inaction.  

Respondent 114 said: "Reduce corruption in the officials that distribute the funding." 

These findings underscore the need to address corruption among officials involved in 

funding distribution to ensure fairness and transparency. This suggests a need for more 

trust in the fairness and integrity of the funding distribution process, potentially based on 

previous instances or widespread perceptions of misconduct.  

In a study by Bhorat et al. (2018), corruption emerged as a significant impediment, 

particularly affecting SMMEs. These firms reported experiencing a higher frequency of 
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bribery compared to larger companies. Furthermore, a notable number of small firms said 

they felt compelled to offer gifts to secure government contracts, which raises concerns 

because such fundamental access is crucial for firms' operations. The requirement to 

provide gifts to secure such imposes an extra financial burden on small businesses. 

Respondent 62 said: "Government should reach out more regarding advertising." 

These findings emphasize the government's need to enhance its outreach efforts, 

particularly in advertising, to ensure small businesses are aware of available support 

programs. These may stem from a perception that current advertising efforts need to be 

improved, possibly due to limited visibility or ineffective communication channels. 

Respondent 40 said: "Support SMMEs that did not get funding. Luckily, I received 

funding, although it was not enough". 

These findings highlight the importance of helping SMMEs that did not secure funding, 

noting that although they received some funding, more was needed. The respondents' 

findings are driven by personal experiences or observations of other businesses 

struggling despite receiving partial funding. 

Respondent 51 said: "Government must not only support black businesses. They must 

also support Indian and Coloured businesses". 

These findings highlight that government support should not be exclusive toward black 

businesses but should also encompass Indian and Coloured businesses. One potential 

reason behind this sentiment could be the desire for inclusivity and equity in government 

support programs. Historically, there may have been a focus on supporting black-owned 

businesses to address past inequalities and promote economic empowerment within the 

black community. However, overlooking the needs of Indian and Coloured businesses 

could perpetuate disparities among different racial groups.  

Additionally, Indian and Coloured communities may face unique socio-economic 

challenges and barriers to business development that warrant targeted government 

assistance. Therefore, advocating for government support for Indian and Coloured 

businesses alongside Black-owned businesses aligns with principles of inclusivity and 

fairness, aiming to ensure all historically disadvantaged groups have equal opportunities 
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for economic advancement. A study by Bhorat et al. (2018) observed that numerous 

government programs exist to aid in funding small businesses, particularly those owned 

by individuals who are black, female, or young. The government created an instance, 

SEFA, to offer financial assistance to SMMEs, with a maximum limit of R3 million.  

Respondent 124 said: "The government must loosen the eligibility criteria so that the 

funding can be achievable." 

These findings suggest that the eligibility criteria for funding should be relaxed to make it 

more attainable for SMMEs. The results may arise from a perception that requirements 

need to be revised, hindering access to funding. 

4.8 Summary of the chapter 

The findings from the study respondents shed light on the multifaceted challenges 

encountered by SMMEs in obtaining funding in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic 

in SA. Even with the government's efforts to provide support, several key issues emerged, 

reflecting the complexities inherent in assisting SMMEs during times of crisis. The next 

and final chapter offers the study conclusions and recommendations based on the study 

objective and aims, as well as for future research. The next and final chapter offers the 

study conclusions and recommendations based on the study objective and aims, as well 

as for future research.  
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 CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the findings regarding the 

effectiveness of government support structures for SMMEs during the COVID-19 

pandemic in the eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality. 

Findings reveal widespread negative impacts on SMMEs due to the pandemic, including 

loss of sales and profits, cost-cutting measures, and workforce reductions. The chapter 

concludes the achievement of the objectives, specifies the study limitations, and 

proposes actionable recommendations to enhance support for SMMEs, including 

improving training initiatives, simplifying application processes, and expanding research 

to address gaps in understanding and implementation. Overall, it highlights the 

significance of customized support strategies and continuous development efforts to 

strengthen the resilience and sustainability of SMMEs in anticipation of future challenges. 

5.2 Summary of the key literature findings 

This section explains the study's critical literature findings. The findings are presented in 

line with the themes of the research questionnaire disseminated to SMME owners. 

5.2.1 Theme 1: Biographical Data 

The biographical and background information gathered revealed that the predominant 

demographics of owners/entrepreneurs indicate their age between 31 and 40. 

Furthermore, 53.6 percent of respondents were female, and most sampled SMMEs 

operated in the retail sector. Additionally, most of these entrepreneurs possessed at least 

a first degree. 

5.2.2 Theme 2: Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on SMMES sustainability 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented significant challenges for SMMEs, with widespread 

closures, workforce reductions, and operational disruptions. Many SMMEs needed more 

suitable equipment for remote work, exacerbating their struggles to adapt to the new 

normal (Islam, 2022). 
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Regardless of varied strategic responses, including retrenchment and innovation (Wenzel 

et al. 2020), government support structures were pivotal in alleviating the crisis's effects 

(Fairlie and Fossen, 2021). Although their effectiveness varied, financial assistance 

programs provided a lifeline for struggling businesses. Supply chain disruptions led to 

price increases for essential goods, further straining SMMEs (Mogues, 2020; Nicewicz 

and Bilska, 2021). The lessons learned from this crisis underscore the importance of 

resilience and adaptability in navigating future challenges. 

5.2.3 Theme 3: Government support structures: Perspective of SMME owners 

The literature on government support structures for SMMEs during the COVID-19 

pandemic reveals a mixed picture. While initiatives such as the SMME Debt Relief, 

Finance Scheme, and business growth funds were introduced to assist these enterprises, 

concerns have been raised regarding their effectiveness and accessibility. One-time 

grants without renewal options have left some businesses unsupported (Mothoa and 

Rankhumise, 2021; Ouma-Mugabe et al. 2021). Additionally, there is a significant 

information gap among SMMEs regarding eligibility criteria and application processes for 

government funding, with many informal businesses excluded from support 

(Chukwuneme et al. 2023). 

The focus on granting support to innovative SMEs further highlights the need for 

incentivization and inclusivity in government schemes (Scheba and Turok, 2020). While 

awareness of support initiatives exists, many SMMEs need help to derive benefits due to 

misalignment with their growth objectives (Kelly et al. 2021). However, some businesses 

managed to sustain themselves, possibly due to relevant funding or embracing 

technology (Bruwer et al. 2020). The unveiling of a substantial economic relief fund 

reflects significant governmental efforts to address pandemic challenges (De Villiers et 

al. 2020). 
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5.2.4 Theme 4: Administration process followed by SMMES to acquire government 

support 

The literature highlights SMMEs' obstacles in navigating the administration process to 

acquire government support during the COVID-19 pandemic. Matsongoni and 

Mutambara (2021) underscore the complexity of the application process, which can 

discourage eligible SMMEs from seeking assistance. Additionally, the lack of clear 

information and guidance exacerbates this issue, particularly for businesses with limited 

digital literacy (Matsongoni and Mutambara, 2021). 

Soga (2022) notes the need for dedicated support channels or helplines for SMME 

owners seeking clarification on government support programs, further compounding the 

problem. Social media emerges as a potentially effective platform for disseminating 

information related to COVID-19, yet it may not adequately address the specific needs of 

SMMEs (Ridzuan et al. 2022). Furthermore, the stereotype of unresponsiveness and 

bureaucratic inefficiencies within government departments adds to the frustration 

experienced by SMMEs attempting to access support (Marvel, 2016). Delays in 

application decision-making further exacerbate the challenges, with SMMEs often giving 

up before receiving their funding (Chukwuneme et al. 2023). The inefficacy of government 

schemes in facilitating SMME development can be attributed, in part, to the complexities 

and shortcomings of the administration process, which hinder accessibility and deter 

potential beneficiaries. 

5.2.5 Theme 5: Financial support 

The literature highlights government financial support programs for SMMEs and 

underscores several challenges hindering their effectiveness. Alkahtani et al. (2020) and 

Zin and Ibrahim (2020) point out a need for more awareness among businesses regarding 

these programs, while Ouma-Mugabe et al. (2021) note complaints regarding one-time 

assistance without renewal options. Additionally, strict fund usage guidelines and 

insufficient funding pose obstacles to addressing SMMEs' financial needs (Ouma-

Mugabeet al. 2021). Svenson (2021) and Murphy et al. (2022) emphasize burdensome 

compliance requirements as a hurdle for accessing funding, while Zutshi et al. (2021) 

advocate for tailored approaches to accommodate diverse business needs. 
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5.2.6 Theme 6: Skills development 

The literature emphasizes the importance of government-sponsored skills development 

programs for SMMEs in enhancing their competitiveness and resilience. Roy and Shaw 

(2021) highlight the necessity for ongoing business training workshops to address many 

SMMEs' skill limitations. Quak et al. (2022) advocate for business training programs over 

solely providing financial support, citing their positive impacts on productivity, upscaling, 

and employment effects. Khoase et al. (2018) demonstrate the significant positive effect 

of training on business growth. 

The literature additionally underscores the importance of digital skills development, with 

some SMMEs adapting to digital work independently (Al-Habaibeh et al. 2021) and 

leveraging the internet as a crucial resource during the pandemic (Engidaw 2022). 

Individualized training is highlighted for its tailored content and adaptability to changing 

business needs (Sanches-Ferreira et al. 2013). Moreover, government-supported 

innovation stations provide technology solutions, services, and training to address 

essential skill gaps, particularly in financial management and soft skills crucial for 

fostering innovation (Booyens et al. 2020; Juliana et al. 2021). 

5.3 Summary of key findings 

This section explains the overall study findings, which are presented in line with the 

research objectives of this study. It demonstrates how the secondary study objectives 

were achieved. 

5.3.1 To ascertain perceptions of SMME owners on the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on their businesses and the effectiveness of government 

structures established to support SMMEs during the pandemic. 

To comprehensively achieve the objective above, the following statements were 

formulated:  

5.3.1.1 The business had to reduce operating costs to survive 

The findings suggest that a significant proportion of businesses had to reduce operating 

costs to overcome obstacles brought about by COVID-19, with 76.6 percent of 
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respondents acknowledging this necessity. This indicates a widespread impact on 

business operations, possibly resulting in reduced profits due to the cost-cutting 

measures implemented. While the reduction of operating costs can indeed have negative 

implications, such as decreased profitability, it is important to note that this strategy may, 

in certain circumstances, be essential for sustaining the business during turbulent times 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic periods of economic instability and unexpected 

challenges; businesses frequently need to adjust to ensure their continued operation 

swiftly. 

Literature on the subject also recognizes that reducing operating costs can be a prudent 

business strategy when done thoughtfully and strategically. By streamlining operations, 

eliminating inefficiencies, and reallocating resources, businesses can strengthen their 

resilience and position themselves more effectively to endure future disruptions. 

Therefore, while the reduction of operating costs may initially impact profitability, it can 

ultimately safeguard the long-term viability of the business. As with any strategic decision, 

careful consideration of the potential risks and benefits is essential to ensure the best 

outcomes for the business in the short- and long-term. 

5.3.1.2 The business retrenched staff members 

The findings reveal that a significant portion of respondents (51.1 percent) opted to refrain 

from resorting to staff retrenchment to navigate the challenges caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic. Instead, they employed alternative strategies to address the situation. These 

strategies included reducing salaries, implementing remote work arrangements, or finding 

innovative solutions. This approach, in all probability, contributed to maintaining job 

security for employees during a period of uncertainty, which is commendable. However, 

it is essential to acknowledge some businesses' difficult circumstances, as indicated by 

(44.3 percent) of respondents, who had no choice but to resort to staff retrenchment. This 

underscores the severity of the disruptions brought by the pandemic and the tough 

decisions businesses had to make to survive. 

Overall, the findings highlight the diversity of approaches adopted by businesses in 

response to the pandemic. Some successfully found alternative solutions to preserve 

jobs, while others faced the unfortunate necessity of staff retrenchment. Adaptability, 

innovation, and empathy were potential key factors in determining how businesses 
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navigated these unprecedented circumstances, aiming to strike a balance between 

sustaining operations and supporting their workforce. 

5.3.1.3 Lockdown rules caused a loss in sales and profits 

The data shows that (67.7 percent) of businesses faced declines in sales and profits amid 

the COVID-19 pandemic, which highlights the substantial impact of the pandemic on the 

small business sector. This was particularly challenging for many small businesses, which 

often need more financial reserves to recover from such downturns independently. 

Notably, some businesses managed to mitigate the effect of the pandemic by transitioning 

to online operations, which proved to be efficient and cost-effective. This adaptation 

helped them weather the crisis and presented new opportunities for growth and resilience, 

a testament to enterprise adaptability and resilience in the face of adversity. While the 

pandemic caused significant challenges to small enterprises, it also prompted innovation 

and adaptation. By recognizing the lessons learned and the opportunities discovered 

during this crisis, businesses and policymakers can work together to build a more resilient 

and sustainable economy. 

5.3.1.4 The Government promptly formulated structures to help struggling SMMEs 

severely affected by COVID-19 

The findings suggest a perception among respondents that the government should have 

acted more promptly to formulate support structures to assist struggling SMMEs greatly 

affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. This perception was likely influenced by most 

respondents needing to gain knowledge of such support structures being in place. 

Furthermore, this lack of awareness may have contributed to frustration or dissatisfaction 

among business owners struggling to navigate the challenges posed by the pandemic. 

Despite support programs or initiatives, they were not effectively communicated or widely 

publicized, leading to a disconnect between government efforts and the needs of small 

businesses. 

Effective communication and transparency regarding available support mechanisms are 

crucial in ensuring that struggling businesses are aware of and able to access the 

assistance they need. Additionally, timely and targeted support tailored to the specific 
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needs of SMMEs can play a vital role in helping them recover and rebuild in the aftermath 

of the crisis. The results reveal the importance of formulating support structures and 

ensuring they are effectively communicated and accessible to those who need them most. 

Addressing these gaps can help strengthen the resilience of SMMEs and contribute to 

the overall economic recovery efforts in the post-pandemic period. 

5.3.1.5 Services provided by Government support structures have contributed to 

business resuscitation 

The sentiments of (75.1 percent) of respondents highlight significant challenges and 

frustrations small businesses encounter in accessing government support structures 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Most importantly, it was the exclusionary criteria that many businesses felt excluded from 

government funding opportunities due to stringent eligibility criteria. These criteria may 

have included requirements related to formal registration, years in existence, gender, or 

other qualifications many small businesses could not meet. The complexity and 

requirements were also challenging since some businesses reported facing obstacles 

such as overly complicated application processes or excessive requirements, making it 

difficult to access the support they needed. This complexity may have deterred 

businesses from even attempting to apply for assistance. To address these challenges, 

simplifying eligibility criteria and streamlining application processes are essential steps 

the government can take to ensure small businesses receive the support they require 

during times of crisis. 

5.3.1.6 Government initiated reboot start-up policies to enhance the potential of 

innovative new ventures for SMME recovery 

A significant majority (73.6 percent) of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that 

the government has implemented effective policies to revitalize innovative start-ups for 

SMME recovery. Nevertheless, existing literature indicates that the implementation of 

standard government support policies included financial aid programs such as grants, 

loans, and tax incentives, often outlined in budget allocations and economic recovery 

plans as of March 2020. Various government support systems administered COVID-19 
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relief funds to affected SMMEs, each with specific requirements and guidelines tailored 

to different sectors such as tourism, retail, and agriculture. 

Only (27.4 percent) of respondents they received government funding, advice, or training. 

Despite this, a noteworthy portion of respondents were familiar with government support 

structures such as NYDA, SEFA, and SEDA, although most SMMEs needed to be made 

aware of these resources. 

5.3.1.7 The government used proper channels to advertise and communicate 

available funding schemes for SMEs 

The findings revealed that a significant majority (79.6 percent) of respondents felt the 

government needed to utilize proper channels to advertise and communicate available 

funding schemes for SMMEs. Many respondents reported never receiving news on the 

available support schemes, resulting in missed opportunities. Since most people now use 

social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, the researcher recommends 

advertising funding opportunities as extensively as other COVID-19 updates were 

promoted. Additionally, it is suggested that government agents visit businesses to assess 

situations and provide information on available funding and how to access it, particularly 

for individuals who need to be more active on social media. 

Available funding should also be advertised in newspapers, on television, and through 

announcements made by local councillors to reach individuals who are not online and 

ensure information reaches remote areas in a timely manner. 

5.3.2 To determine the kind of support SMMEs required to sustain their 

businesses during the COVID-19 pandemic 

To adequately meet the stated objective, the following statements were formulated: 
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5.3.2.1 Do you have any additional views or comments on the effectiveness of the 

government support systems designed to promptly help and support the 

improvement of SMMEs affected by the COVID-19 pandemic? (Open-ended 

question) 

The responses revealed several critical issues regarding government support for SMMEs. 

First, there is a widespread call for increased advertising and communication from the 

government to ensure SMMEs are aware of available funding and support structures. 

Respondents emphasized the need for fairness, transparency, and equal opportunities in 

accessing funding, highlighting concerns regarding corruption and nepotism within the 

system. There is also a demand for improved processes, including more accessible 

access to funding and transparent eligibility criteria. Additionally, there is recognition of 

the COVID-19 pandemic's influence on businesses and a plea for more substantial 

financial assistance. Respondents generally stressed the importance of proactive 

government engagement and support for SMMEs to foster their growth and resilience. 

5.3.2.2 The Government is doing enough to support SMMEs t affected by COVID-

19 pandemic 

The findings indicate that most respondents (76.1 percent) felt government efforts should 

be maximized to support their businesses. This could be due to the desire for more 

comprehensive assistance, such as financial aid (affordable loans or grants), mentorship 

programs or guidance, access to resources, networking opportunities, and training 

workshops on digital marketing, financial management, and supply chain optimization. 

SMMEs that were satisfied with funding received support tailored to their specific needs. 

This might involve funds for technology upgrades, inventory management, or marketing 

initiatives. Conversely, those who found existing support insufficient may require more 

significant funding to sustain operations, indicating a need for more substantial financial 

assistance to weather economic challenges effectively. This indicates that SMMEs 

require both financial and non-financial support from the government. 
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5.3.2.3 The government invests in developing the business skills of SMME owners 

and their employees 

The findings revealed that a significant majority (79.6 percent) of respondents reported 

never receiving government investment to develop the business skills of SMME owners 

and their employees. This lack of government support in skills development is noteworthy, 

considering the importance of business skills and training for SMME owners in making 

informed decisions, which is critical to the longevity of the enterprise. 

Many SMME owners possess a first degree and more than five years of experience in 

business, which could be advantageous in reasoning and innovating to sustain their 

businesses. However, even among those who received assistance or training, there was 

consensus regarding individualized skills targeting specific needs. Hence, evidence 

suggests that SMMEs require training programs to foster innovation and adaptability. 

These programs enable businesses to navigate evolving circumstances effectively, 

empowering informed decision-making that supports their growth and resilience. 

5.3.3 To identify the financial and non-financial support provided by the 

government to SMMEs in eThekwini Municipality during the COVID-19 

pandemic 

5.3.3.1 My business has received COVID-19 relief funding from the newly 

formulated Government support structures 

According to the study findings, a significant majority (64.1 percent) of respondents 

expressed disagreement with the notion that they received government funding. This 

finding underscores a notable gap between the support businesses need to revitalize their 

operations and the actual assistance provided by the government. 

Access to government funding is essential for businesses attempting to recover and 

stabilize their operations. However, the findings indicated that many businesses need 

help accessing this crucial support. Closing this gap and ensuring businesses receive the 

necessary funding to re-establish operations should be a priority for policymakers and 

stakeholders involved in economic recovery efforts. It is worth noting that while some 
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businesses did receive funding, others felt the support needed to be inclusive and 

relevant to their business needs. 

5.3.3.2 Funds/grant allocated to my business suit my business needs 

The findings indicate that (79.1 percent) of respondents felt the funds or grants allocated 

to their businesses did not suit their specific needs. This suggests a mismatch between 

the financial support provided and the actual requirements of the businesses. The 

mismatch between allocated funds or grants and business needs, as reported by (79.1 

percent) of respondents, could stem from several factors. These may include the adoption 

of a standardized funding model that overlooks the unique requirements of individual 

businesses, rigid eligibility criteria or restrictions on fund usage, insufficient consultation 

with businesses during the design phase of funding programs, and the rapid evolution of 

business needs, as well as inadequate assessment processes, and limited options for 

accessing funding. 

5.3.3.3 Are you aware of the availability of the following sources of finance for 

SMEs: Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa (ASGISA), 

SEDA, Khula, SEFA, NEF, and DSBD) 

The findings indicate (82.6 percent) of respondents needed to be made aware of the 

government's mentioned finance sources, potentially explaining why the majority did not 

secure funding initially. Lack of awareness may deter businesses from applying for 

assistance they did not know existed. The group that successfully secured funding was 

those aware of the sources of finance. These sources encompass financial aid, such as 

grants and loans, and non-financial support, such as mentoring and training. This 

suggests that access to information on available assistance played a crucial role in 

determining which businesses were able to obtain funding. 
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5.3.3.4 Are you aware of the availability of the following government programmes 

that assist SMME's during COVID-19 pandemic? Debt Relief Finance 

scheme, Business Growth Facility, COVID-19 Agricultural Disaster support 

fund, Tourism relief fund 

The findings reveal a significant lack of awareness among respondents, with at least (82.6 

percent) indicating they need to be made aware of government structures designed for 

COVID-19 relief to SMMEs. This could be attributed to the overwhelming amount of 

information during the pandemic, making it difficult to discern between genuine 

announcements and misinformation. Moreover, individuals may have been preoccupied 

with personal challenges, leading them to overlook important information. 

Other prominent reasons could be insufficient promotion and outreach efforts by 

government agencies, which may have resulted in the limited visibility of available funding 

programs. It is plausible that business owners who actively watched the news and 

engaged with social media were more likely to benefit from government support schemes. 

These platforms often disseminate information regarding available assistance programs, 

making it easier for attentive individuals to remain informed and take advantage of 

opportunities. 

5.3.4 Identify administration processes followed by SMMEs to acquire support 

from the government during the COVID-19 pandemic 

To fully address the above objective, the following statements were prepared: 

5.3.4.1 The administration process is stringent and complex to understand 

The findings revealed that a significant portion of respondents (52.7 percent) disagreed 

or strongly disagreed that the administration process for accessing support funds was 

stringent and complex to understand. This observation is supported by most respondents 

attaining at least a matric degree, indicating a level of education that enables them to 

navigate and comprehend application forms or complete online surveys effectively. 

However, it is noteworthy that a minority of respondents disagreed, possibly due to a lack 

of assistance in understanding the forms or the complexity of the required documents. 

Moreover, restrictions such as lockdown rules might have hindered individuals from 
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seeking clarification by visiting or contacting relevant offices. These challenges highlight 

the importance of providing accessible and clear guidance to ensure equitable access to 

support funds, particularly during times of crisis. 

5.3.4.2 There are clear guidelines on how to acquire government support 

The study highlighted a notable need for more clarity in guidelines concerning access to 

government support, even though (38.8 percent) of respondents indicated understanding 

the requirements. Moreover, it revealed that different relief grants had varying 

administration processes, contingent upon the department responsible. These processes 

encompassed diverse criteria, such as years of experience, specific geographical areas, 

targeted sectors, and varying funding amounts and timeframes. Although most 

applications were conducted online, some required in-person verification, while specific 

grants specifically targeted women-owned businesses. However, a common requirement 

across the majority, if not all, of these grants favoured South African citizens. 

5.3.4.3  It is easy to track the funding application progress with the newly 

formulated administration 

The findings indicate (that 60.7 percent) of participants disagreed with the ease of tracking 

the progress of funding applications through the newly formulated administration. This 

sentiment may stem from several factors. First, participants may have encountered 

complexities or inconsistencies in the application process, such as unclear guidelines or 

requirements. Additionally, insufficient communication channels or delays in providing 

updates on the status of applications could have contributed to participant perceptions of 

difficulty in tracking progress. Furthermore, limited accessibility to relevant information or 

support resources may have hindered applicants from effectively monitoring their funding 

applications. Tracking applications proved difficult. 

5.3.4.4 The response turnaround time from the Government structures is 

satisfactory 

Based on the empirical findings, a significant majority (67.2 percent) of respondents 

expressed dissatisfaction with the application turnaround time, signaling it was 

unsatisfactory. This dissatisfaction may stem from factors such as the government 
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needing more staff, a high volume of applications leading to delays, and adopting a 

system where communication is only initiated with successful applicants. Additionally, 

some respondents reported waiting for a response. Government support structures need 

to respond to all applicants, whether successful or not. 

Where possible, providing reasons for unsuccessful applications allows for constructive 

feedback and enables businesses to identify areas for improvement. Applicants should 

be kept informed regarding the stages and progress of their applications. This approach 

promotes transparency, fairness, and accountability in the application process, ultimately 

contributing to a more effective and equitable distribution of support. 

5.4 Implications  

The findings of this study have important implications for stakeholders involved in 

supporting SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Policymakers must carefully consider the results to reassess existing policies and 

develop new strategies tailored to the identified challenges. This may involve simplifying 

application processes, revising eligibility criteria, and ensuring timely assistance to 

vulnerable businesses. Government agencies responsible for administering support 

programs must address the issues highlighted in the study, such as lengthy application 

processes and delays in response times, to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 

support structures. 

SMME owners can benefit from understanding the common challenges in accessing 

government support, enabling them to navigate the support landscape more effectively. 

In addition, organizations providing support services to SMMEs can use the findings to 

tailor their offerings and advocate for policy changes that benefit businesses. This study, 

furthermore, contributes to the broader research on government support for SMMEs, 

providing insights into the impact of interventions and informing future policy 

recommendations. Overall, addressing the implications of this study is crucial for 

facilitating the resilience and recovery of SMMEs in the face of economic challenges. 
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5.5 Limitations 

The research was conducted solely within eThekwini Municipality and targeted around 

200 managers, owners, and leaders of SMMEs. While the study did not encompass other 

municipalities or provinces, it still provides valuable insights specific to eThekwini, 

although these may not represent South Africa. Another obstacle encountered during the 

research was delays in receiving completed questionnaires from some participants, which 

disrupted the planned data collection schedule. Additionally, some businesses 

operational in 2020 had since closed, rendering them unreachable for the study. Given 

the study's focus on SMMEs in the Durban area, the conclusions are drawn primarily from 

respondents' perspectives. 

5.6 Practical insights into the theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework utilized for this study is depicted below. 

 

Figure 5.1 Theoretical framework for promotion of SMME development 

Source: Adapted from Matekenya and Moyo (2022) 

Figure 5.1 provides insight into the essential factors driving SMME development, 

including governmental support, managerial skills, technology, and access to information. 

Understanding how these elements interact is essential for grasping the effects of 

interventions, especially during crises, on the resilience and growth of SMMEs. 
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The study findings revealed that SMMEs require government support to recover from the 

pandemic. The study noted that most SMMEs in Durban were financially struggling even 

before COVID-19 disrupted their operations because they needed access to valuable 

information regarding government funding. The pandemic exposed SMMEs to different 

kinds of support that can be sought from the government. However, most participants in 

this study needed to be made aware of the support mechanisms established by the 

eThekwini Municipality to assist SMMEs. Lack of knowledge discouraged many 

businesses from receiving the necessary assistance to sustain them. Hence, it is vital for 

SMME owners to prioritize the importance of networking with similar businesses for 

information sharing and to research funding or any helpful information related to their 

sector or area of expertise. 

Some businesses, such as salons and spaza shops, were noted to be operating 

informally since they are either family-owned or trying to avoid paying taxes. This is a 

disadvantage since government grant criteria strictly fund formal entities. However, there 

are government programs that assist with the formalization of small businesses. This will 

aid SMMEs in qualifying for funding and also gain access to mentorship workshops and 

government development programs. The study further discovered that SMMEs in Durban 

could not work online during the pandemic due to poor technological skills. Learning and 

becoming a technology expert is accessible to business owners, who can develop their 

skills using innovative means, such as the social media platform YouTube, to gain 

valuable insights and skills. This would also prepare business owners for future crises. 

Regarding financial assistance, policy initiatives, and regulatory measures, government 

support can mitigate the adverse effects of crises on small businesses (Mhlongo and 

Daya, 2023). To maximize benefits, SMMEs should actively seek out and take advantage 

of available support programs, grants, and incentives provided by the government 

through research, networking with other business owners, and being active on social 

media (Pereira and Sales, 2022). 

Managerial abilities are equally crucial for SMMEs, as owners and managers must 

possess the essential skills and knowledge to navigate challenges effectively, adapt to 

changing circumstances, and capitalize on emerging opportunities (Okuwhere and 

Tafamel, 2022). SMMEs should invest in training programs and capacity-building 
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initiatives, either provided by the government or through private institutions, to enhance 

their managerial competencies (Atiase, Wang, and Mahmood, 2023) 

Embracing technology is paramount for SMMEs, particularly during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Digital tools enable remote work, online marketing, e-commerce, and digital 

payment systems, allowing SMMEs to maintain operations and reach customers despite 

physical distancing measures (Tau, 2022). SMMEs should invest in upgrading their 

technological infrastructure and embrace digital solutions to enhance their resilience 

during crises (Mabotja, 2018) 

Access to information is fundamental for SMME success (Khoase and Ndayizigamiye 

2018). Timely and precise information empowers SMMEs to make well-informed 

decisions and seize growth opportunities (Ponelis, 2011). SMMEs should actively seek 

information on government support programs, market trends, regulatory changes, and 

best practices through various channels, including online portals, workshops, and 

advisory services (Mahambehlala 2019). 

Bruhn (2013) additionally stated that formal business registration is crucial for SMMEs to 

access various benefits, including government support, funding opportunities, and legal 

protection. SMMEs should prioritize formalizing their businesses to avail themselves of 

these advantages and enhance their credibility in the market. 
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5.7 Recommendations 

The recommendations were formulated according to the study objectives: 

5.7.1  To ascertain perceptions of SMME owners on the COVID-19 pandemic 

impact on their businesses and the effectiveness of government structures 

established to support SMMEs during the pandemic 

5.7.1.1 The business had to reduce operating costs to survive 

• The government must implement targeted financial assistance programs. These 

packages should be specifically aimed at helping SMMEs offset the costs of 

essential operations during times of crisis. They could include grants or low-

interest loans to cover expenses such as rent, utilities, and payroll. 

• The government should provide tailored advisory services. These could include 

workshops, webinars, or one-on-one consultations with financial experts, Offering 

guidance and support to SMMEs on cost-saving strategies and alternative 

business models that can help them navigate challenging economic conditions. 

• The government should facilitate access to resources: Streamline processes for 

accessing government resources and support programs to reduce operating costs, 

ensuring SMMEs can easily navigate and apply for assistance. 

• The government should also foster collaboration and knowledge sharing. It should 

Create platforms or networks where SMMEs can connect to share best practices, 

cost-saving tips, and innovative solutions for managing expenses during crises. 

• The government should conduct regular assessments and adjustments. 

Continuously evaluate the effectiveness of government support structures in 

addressing SMME needs and reducing operating costs. Use feedback from SMME 

owners to make the necessary adjustments and improvements to existing 

programs and initiatives. 
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5.7.1.2 The business retrenched staff members 

• SMMEs should explore adaptable work setups like part-time roles, job-sharing, or 

remote work choices for their remaining staff. This can help optimize staffing levels 

while retaining valuable talent. 

• Businesses should create a supportive environment for remaining employees by 

encouraging open communication, empathy, and teamwork. They should also 

recognize and reward employees for their contributions during challenging times. 

• SMMEs should also seek government support and incentives to support 

businesses affected by the pandemic, such as wage subsidies, tax relief, or grants 

for training and development initiatives. 

• Businesses should develop a comprehensive business continuity plan with 

strategies for managing future crises or economic downturns. This can help 

businesses to adapt more effectively to changing circumstances and minimize the 

need for future retrenchments. 

5.7.1.3 Lockdown rules caused a loss in sales and profits 

• SMMEs should investigate new markets, products, or services to broaden revenue 

sources and diminish dependence on a single income stream. This strategy can 

help alleviate the impact of future disruptions and enhance overall business 

resilience. 

• It would benefit SMMEs to invest in digital marketing strategies and e-commerce 

platforms to reach customers online. This approach enables SMMEs to access 

new markets and extend their customer reach beyond conventional brick-and-

mortar operations. 

• SMME business models require modification to accommodate changing consumer 

behaviors and preferences. For example, offer restaurant delivery or takeout 

options or virtual consultations for service-based businesses. 
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• It is imperative for SMMEs to stay abreast of changing regulations, market trends, 

and consumer preferences. To remain competitive in the market, they must adapt 

quickly to evolving circumstances and be prepared to pivot strategies as needed. 

• SMMEs must consider diverse online trading options and integrate with 

established marketplace platforms like Amazon, eBay, or Etsy. This will allow 

SMMEs to tap into large, existing customer bases. Additionally, leveraging social 

media marketplaces such as Facebook Marketplace or Instagram Shops can 

assist SMMEs to reach new audiences through their established social networks. 

By diversifying trading activities across multiple online platforms, SMMEs can 

adapt to changing market conditions and expand their customer reach effectively. 

5.7.1.4 The Government promptly formulated structures to help struggling SMMEs 

that were severely affected by COVID-19 

• The government should create specialized teams or task forces comprised of 

experts from various sectors, including government agencies, industry 

associations, and business leaders. These task forces can collaborate to identify 

the most pressing needs of struggling SMMEs and develop targeted support 

programs accordingly. 

• The government allocated funding specifically earmarked for supporting struggling 

SMMEs adversely impacted by the pandemic. Offer grants, loans, or subsidies to 

help cover operating expenses, pay employee salaries, or invest in business 

recovery efforts. 

• The government can also create platforms or initiatives that connect struggling 

SMMEs with potential customers, suppliers, and partners. Support initiatives such 

as marketplaces, trade fairs, or e-commerce platforms to help SMEs expand their 

reach and generate new business opportunities. 

• Monitor and evaluate outcomes: Establish mechanisms for tracking the 

government support programs. Collect feedback from beneficiaries, track key 

performance indicators, and conduct regular reviews to ensure support initiatives 

achieve their intended goals and make a tangible impact on the ground. 
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5.7.1.5 Services provided by Government support structures have contributed to 

the resuscitation of the business 

• The government should provide targeted financial aid packages, including grants, 

low-interest loans, and tax incentives, to support businesses in recovering from 

the financial challenges caused by COVID-19. Support initiatives should be by 

COVID-19. They should be easily accessible and tailored to the specific needs of 

different industries and business sizes. 

• Establish training and capacity-building initiatives to provide businesses with the 

necessary skills and knowledge to adjust to evolving market conditions and 

capitalize on growth opportunities after the COVID-19 pandemic. These programs 

should focus on digitalization, e-commerce, and sustainable business practices. 

• Offer personalized business advisory services to help businesses develop 

recovery strategies, optimize operations, and identify new market opportunities. 

This could include providing access to expert advice, mentoring programs, and 

networking opportunities. 

5.7.1.6 Government initiated reboot start-up policies to enhance the potential of 

innovative new ventures for SMME recovery 

• The government should implement policies to establish funding mechanisms 

specifically to support ventures within the SMME sector. This could include grants, 

venture capital funds, or low-interest loans tailored to the needs of early-stage 

ventures. 

• The government must create a dedicated program to help informal SMMEs register 

their businesses with relevant government authorities. The program must provide 

guidance, resources, and support services to assist informal entrepreneurs in 

navigating the registration process and meeting regulatory requirements. 

• The government should implement mechanisms to monitor support agencies' 

adherence to policies and procedures to simplify administration processes and 

provide timely feedback. It should hold agencies accountable for meeting 
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performance targets and take corrective action when necessary to improve service 

delivery to SMMEs. 

5.7.1.7 The government used proper channels to advertise and communicate 

available funding schemes for SMEs 

• The government should launch targeted communication campaigns to raise 

awareness of available support structures and eligibility criteria among SMMEs. 

Utilize diverse platforms like social media, community networks, and industry 

associations to distribute information efficiently and engage with stakeholders 

proactively. The government can organize awareness events such as roadshows 

to educate SMMEs on available support services and structures, aiding their 

understanding and utilization. 

5.7.2 To determine the kind of support SMMEs required to sustain their 

businesses during the COVID-19 pandemic 

5.7.2.1 The government invests in developing the business skills of SMME owners 

and employees 

• The government should create extensive training initiatives customized for 

SMMEs, encompassing financial management, marketing tactics, business 

planning, and digital skills. These programs can be delivered through workshops, 

seminars, online courses, or partnerships with educational institutions and industry 

experts. 

• Allocate funding specifically for developing and implementing business skills 

training programs for SMME owners and employees. Offer grants, subsidies, or 

tax incentives to businesses participating in training initiatives or investing in 

employee development. 

• Create mentorship and coaching programs that pair experienced business 

professionals with SMME owners and employees seeking guidance and support. 

These mentorship connections offer valuable insights, guidance, and networking 

opportunities to support business growth and success. 
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• Collaborate with industry associations, chambers of commerce, and business 

networks to develop and deliver business skills training programs tailored to the 

needs of specific sectors or industries. Leverage the expertise and resources of 

industry partners to enhance the relevance and effectiveness of training initiatives. 

• Design training programmes that focus on practical skills and hands-on experience 

instead of merely theoretical knowledge. Incorporate case studies, role-playing 

exercises, and real-world examples to help participants apply what they learn to 

their own businesses. 

• Harness the power of technology and innovation to deliver training programs in 

innovative ways, such as online learning platforms, mobile apps, virtual reality 

simulations, and gamification, which will, in turn, make training more accessible, 

engaging, and cost-effective for SMMEs. 

• Establish metrics and performance indicators to measure the impact and 

effectiveness of government-funded business skills training programs. Conduct 

regular evaluations to assess outcomes, identify areas for improvement, and 

ensure training initiatives deliver tangible benefits to SMMEs and their employees. 

 

5.7.3 To identify financial and non-financial government support to SMMEs in 

eThekwini Municipality during the COVID-19 pandemic 

5.7.3.1 My business has received COVID-19 relief funding from the newly 

formulated Government support structures 

• Businesses should keep abreast of updates and announcements from government 

agencies regarding the availability of COVID-19 relief funding. Stay updated by 

regularly visiting official government websites, subscribing to newsletters, and 

following pertinent social media channels for the latest information. 

• Business owners should familiarise themselves with the eligibility requirements 

and criteria for accessing COVID-19 relief funding. Ensure the business meets all 
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the necessary qualifications, including industry-specific criteria, business size, 

revenue thresholds, and documentation requirements. 

• SMMEs should reach out to government agencies or business support 

organizations for guidance. Many government support structures offer helplines, 

online resources, and assistance programs to help businesses navigate the 

application process. 

• Submit a complete and accurate application: allocate sufficient time to carefully fill 

out the application form, assuring that all information provided is accurate, up-to-

date, and complete. Double-check the application for errors or omissions before 

submitting to avoid delays or rejection. 

• In addition to government support structures, SMMEs should consider exploring 

alternative funding sources, such as grants, loans, or assistance programs offered 

by private organizations, non-profit entities, or financial institutions, to supplement 

COVID-19 relief funding efforts. 

5.7.3.2 Are you aware of the availability of the following sources of finance for 

SMMEs: ASGISA, SEDA, Khula, SEFA, NEF, and DSBD 

• The government should launch targeted awareness campaigns to inform SMMEs 

regarding available finance sources, such as ASGISA, SEDA, Khula, and SEFA, 

as well as NEF and DSBD. To reach a wider audience effectively, utilize various 

communication channels, including social media, workshops, and collaboration 

with business associations. 

• Streamline application processes and requirements for accessing finance from 

these sources to facilitate SMME applications. Provide clear guidance and support 

throughout the application process to reduce barriers to entry. 

• To ensure coherence and avoid duplication, foster collaboration between different 

government agencies involved in providing finance to SMMEs. Establish clear 

referral pathways and coordination mechanisms to facilitate smooth interactions 

between SMMEs and relevant agencies. 
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• SMMEs should establish relationships with representatives from these finance 

sources to seek guidance, ask questions, and build rapport. Maintain open 

communication channels to stay informed on updates and opportunities for funding 

support. 

• SMMEs should also proactively seek information regarding available finance 

sources for SMMEs, such as ASGISA, SEDA, Khula, and SEFA, as well as NEF 

and DSBD. Stay updated through government websites, newsletters, and industry 

networks to learn of funding opportunities. 

5.7.3.3 Are you aware of the availability of the following government programs that 

assisted SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic? Debt Relief Finance 

scheme, Business Growth Facility, COVID-19 Agricultural Disaster support 

fund, Tourism relief fund 

• Similarly to the above recommendations, through targeted campaigns and 

simplified application processes, such as the Debt Relief Finance Scheme, 

Business Growth Facility, COVID-19 Agricultural Disaster Support Fund, and 

Tourism Relief Fund, the government must enhance awareness of available 

government programs. 

• Coordination among government agencies should be improved to ensure 

coherence and reduce duplication of efforts. 

• SMMEs should actively seek information regarding these programs, assess their 

suitability, prepare required documentation, and build relationships with 

government representatives to access the needed support during the COVID-19 

pandemic effectively. 

5.7.4 To identify administration processes followed by SMMEs to acquire 

government support during the COVID-19 pandemic 

5.7.4.1 The administration process is stringent and complex to understand 

• The support structures established by the government should simplify and 

expedite the application procedures for accessing government support programs. 
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Minimise bureaucratic red tape and administrative hurdles to ensure assistance 

reaches SMMEs promptly. 

• The government support structures should translate application forms, guidelines, 

and instructions into multiple languages to accommodate applicants who may 

need to be proficient in the country's official language(s). Ensure translations are 

accurate, precise, and culturally appropriate to facilitate understanding. 

5.7.4.2 There are clear guidelines on how to acquire government support 

• The support structures should create detailed and user-friendly guidelines that 

outline the eligibility criteria, application process, required documentation, and 

timelines for accessing government support programs. Ensure the guidelines are 

easy to understand and follow, using plain language and clear formatting. 

• Provide step-by-step instructions: Break down the application process into simple, 

sequential steps accompanied by clear instructions and explanations. Include 

examples, checklists frequently asked questions (FAQs), and forums to help 

applicants navigate through each stage of the process with ease. 

• Clearly define the eligibility criteria for government support programs, specifying 

the requirements, qualifications, and any limitations or exceptions. Provide 

examples and scenarios to illustrate who is eligible, thereby helping applicants 

determine their eligibility upfront. 

5.7.4.3 It is easy to track the funding application progress with the newly formulated 

administration 

• The government should provide clear and easily accessible information on the 

application timelines and simplify tracking procedures to ensure SMMEs can easily 

navigate through the progress of their applications. 

• The government should establish effective communication channels, such as 

dedicated helplines, email support, and online portals, to address queries and 

provide prompt updates on the status of funding applications. 
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5.7.4.4 The response turnaround time from Government structures is satisfactory 

• The support structures should define and communicate specific timeframes for 

responding to inquiries, processing applications, and providing feedback to 

applicants. Set realistic and achievable targets for response times based on the 

complexity of requests and available resources. 

• Utilise technology to automate the tracking and monitoring of response times for 

government support structures. Implement ticketing systems, case management 

software, or online portals to track the progress of inquiries and applications in real 

time. 

• Applicants should have a tracking number to monitor their applications' progress. 

• Ensure government support structures are capacitated and resourced to deal with 

incoming inquiries and process applications promptly. Allocate additional 

resources during peak or high-demand periods to prevent delays and backlog. 

5.8 Recommendations for future research 

Based on the study's practical findings, several avenues for further research can be 

explored to improve understanding of the subject. First, additional studies could 

investigate the long-term effects of government support structures on the resilience and 

sustainability of SMMEs beyond the immediate impacts observed during the COVID-19 

pandemic. This could involve longitudinal studies tracking SMME performance and 

analysing government interventions' role in shaping their trajectories. 

Secondly, the research could examine the impact of specific government programs and 

policies in addressing the diverse needs of SMEs across different sectors, regions, and 

demographic groups. Comparative studies could assess the outcomes of various support 

initiatives and identify best practices that can inform future policy design and 

implementation. 

Thirdly, there is a requirement for research on the obstacles and prospects encountered 

by informal SMMEs in accessing government assistance. Informal businesses often 
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encounter unique barriers to formalization and may require tailored interventions to 

facilitate their transition into the formal economy. 

Future research could explore the role of digital technologies and innovation in enhancing 

the delivery and impact of government support services for SMMEs. This could involve 

studying the adoption of digital platforms, online marketplaces, and e-government 

solutions by government agencies and SMMEs and assessing their effectiveness in 

improving access, efficiency, and outcomes. 

Qualitative research methods like interviews, focus groups, and case studies could offer 

deeper insights into SMMEs' experiences, perspectives, and difficulties when dealing with 

government support systems. Such research could uncover nuanced perspectives and 

shed light on the contextual factors influencing the effectiveness of support interventions. 

In general, further research in these areas has the potential to contribute valuable insights 

to policy development, program design, and support strategies aimed at strengthening 

SMME resilience and growth in diverse socio-economic contexts. 

5.9 Conclusions 

The conclusions are formulated based on the study objectives. 

The subsequent section summarizes the study findings that aligned with the research 

goals. These findings stem from the questionnaire results, with this measurement 

instrument crafted following an extensive review of existing literature and in alignment 

with the research objectives. The questionnaire distribution among the intended 

population facilitated the study's primary data collection. Upon analysis, the data revealed 

the sentiments of small business owners regarding the efficacy of the support systems 

provided by the government in the eThekwini Municipality during COVID-19. 

The findings reflect that government support structures need more promotion, there are 

bureaucratic hurdles to accessing funding, and there are difficult administrative 

processes. 
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5.9.1 Objective 1: To ascertain the perceptions of SMME owners of the COVID-19 

pandemic impact on their businesses and the effectiveness of government 

structures established to support SMMEs during the pandemic 

SMME owners perceived that the COVID-19 pandemic greatly affected their businesses. 

Furthermore, the effectiveness of government support structures established to aid 

SMMEs during this crisis could be improved. Various challenges have been identified, 

including inadequate advertising of support programs, bureaucratic obstacles in 

accessing funding, and cumbersome administrative processes. 

These findings underscore the importance of further research and the need for 

policymakers to address these concerns to better support small enterprises during 

unexpected disruptions. Overall, COVID-19 had a negative impact on small businesses' 

performance and productivity, and the government structures designed to support them 

were, in most cases, ineffective in providing the services they claimed to offer SMMEs 

affected by COVID-19. 

5.9.2  Objective 2: To determine the kind of support SMMEs required to sustain 

their businesses during the COVID-19 pandemic 

SMMEs need extensive assistance to survive the damage caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic. Many SMME owners faced significant challenges, such as needing more 

adequate funds, dealing with complicated paperwork, and struggling to receive relevant 

information regarding applications. Financial assistance, mentoring, and training can 

make a huge difference, helping small businesses to change their circumstances and 

remain sustainable. Therefore, it is essential to ensure that small businesses receive the 

relevant support to remain successfully operational during these difficult times. 

5.9.3 Objective 3: To identify the financial and non-financial support provided by 

the government to SMMEs in eThekwini Municipality during the COVID-19 

pandemic 

Based on the findings, it is apparent that government support for SMMEs in eThekwini 

Municipality during the COVID-19 pandemic encompassed financial and non-financial 

assistance. Support structures such as SEDA, SEFA, and NYDA, to name a few, were 
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responsible for dispersing funds. Financial aid was aimed at alleviating economic 

hardships, while non-financial support sought to equip SMMEs with the tools and 

resources necessary to navigate the challenges posed by the pandemic. However, the 

effectiveness of these support measures varied, with some SMMEs needing help 

accessing funds due to bureaucratic processes and inadequate dissemination of 

information. These findings emphasise the importance of enhancing support mechanisms 

and streamlining processes to assist SMMEs during times of crisis better. 

5.9.4 Objective 4: To identify administration processes followed by SMMEs to 

acquire support from the government during the COVID-19 pandemic 

SMMEs faced various challenges navigating the administration processes to acquire 

government support during the COVID-19 pandemic. These challenges included lengthy 

and complex application procedures, ambiguity in guidelines, and delays in receiving 

responses from government support structures. Despite efforts to access assistance, 

SMMEs encountered hurdles that hindered their ability to secure much-needed support. 
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Appendix B: Letter of Information and Consent form 

 

 

 

 

LETTER OF INFORMATION 
 
Title of the Research Study: An investigation on the effectiveness of government structures 

established to support Small, Medium and Micro Enterprises in eThekwini Municipality during Covid-19 

pandemic 

 

Principal Investigator/s/researcher: Miss Lungelo Amahle Mcunu, BTech: Office Management and 

Tech. 

 

Co-Investigator/s/supervisor/s: Dr Musawenkosi Ngibe, PhD 

 

Brief Introduction and Purpose of the Study: 

 
 
Greetings, 

 

I hope you are well 

 

I am a student at DUT, registered for Master of Management Sciences in Administration and Information 

Administration. I am conducting research to identify government structures established to support SMMEs 

during Covid 19 pandemic in order to bring comprehensive understanding on the support structures 

offered by government. It is envisaged that this study will provide an insight where SMMESs may seek 

assistance if their businesses suffered a loss during covid 19 pandemic.   

 

Your participation is appreciated. 

 

Outline of the Procedures: The aim of this study is to identify government structures established to 

support SMMEs during Covid 19 pandemic in order to bring comprehensive understanding on the support 

structures offered by government. 

 

As you have been chosen to be part of the sample of this study, this form serves to provide further 

information about this research and your rights as a participant. Your participation is voluntary, and you 

may withdraw at any time. After reading this letter of information and consent, should you choose to 

participate please sign at the bottom as a participant. Should you decide not to participate, you may close 

the web page. Therefore, upon acceptance, a link to the questionnaire will be sent via email which you 

may choose to complete. After one week of the electronic (email) distribution of questionnaire, an email 

of reminder will be sent to the participants. 

 

 

Risks or Discomforts to the Participant: There are minimal risk or discomforts to you. 
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Explain to the participant the reasons he/she may be withdraw from the Study: There will 

be no adverse consequences for you, should you choose to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

 

Benefits: This study will benefit SMMEs on how they can be able access government assistance to help 

their businesses to attain growth/business sustainability. The research will also contribute towards the 

body of knowledge through research publications in DHET accredited journals. 

Remuneration: You will not receive any remuneration for participating in the study. 

 

Costs of the Study: You will not be expected to cover any costs towards the study.  All related running 

costs incurred during the course of this study will be handled by the researcher.   

 

Confidentiality: The information that you will provide will be kept confidential. The information will not 

be used for any other purpose other than for this research study. There will be no mentioning of names 

of participants during the write up of the dissertation and academic papers. You will be anonymous at all 

times.  

 

Research-related Injury: You will not be subjected to any injury during the course of your participation.  

Here will not be any compensation for any research related injury because it is very unlikely that there will 

be any injury occurred while answering of the questionnaire online. 

 

Storage of all electronic and hard copies including tape recordings. The information will be stored 

on hard drive with Password. Only the Researcher and Supervisor will have access to the storage.  

 

Persons to contact in the Event of Any Problems or Queries: Please contact the researcher 

Lungelo Mcunu on 031 907 7115, my supervisor Dr M Ngibe on 031 373 5858 or the Institutional 

Research Ethics Administrator on 031 373 2375. Complaints can be reported to the Director: Research 

and Postgraduate Support Dr L Linganiso on 031 373 2577 or researchdirector@dut.ac.za. 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire  

 
SMME OWNER QUESTIONNAIRE 

PART A: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

Please mark ‘X’ in the box provided for answers applicable to you. (Only one answer should be given for 

each statement). 

1. Gender 

Male  Female 

2. Age Group 

20 years or below 21 to 30 years  31 to 40 years  Older than 40 years 

3. Educational background 
Matric 
Certificate 

National Diploma Degree Master’s Degree PhD Other, 
Specify________   

4. Nature of SMMEs 
Retail 
Sector 

Construction Agricultural Manufacturing Accommodation Transportation Other, 
Specify______ 

5. Work experience 

Less than a year 1 to 5 years 6 to 10 years 11 to 15 years More than 15 years 

6. How many years has the business existed 

Less than a year 1 to 2 years 3 to 4 years 5 to 6 years  More than 7 years 

7. How many employees are employed in your business 

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 20 More than 21 None 

8. Please choose only two reasons that prompted you to start a small business 

Lack of employment To financially support myself To support my family 

To make a profit To create job opportunities To contribute to the economy 
of South Africa 
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Appendix E: Additional statistical analysis 

 

Factor analysis (component Matrix) 
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Chi-square test 
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Correlations  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 




