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Abstract: 

Small, Medium and Micro Enterprises (SMMEs) are crucial entities to South Africa's economic 

development and job creation, particularly in Gauteng Province. Government support programs aim to 

empower these enterprises through targeted assistance. This study investigates the selection criteria 

and processes applied by government support structures in Gauteng to identify and assist qualifying 

SMMEs. Using qualitative data from purposively selected SMME representatives who have received 

government support, a thematic content analysis was conducted. The findings reveal that selection is 

based on structured eligibility criteria emphasizing business stability, growth potential, alignment with 

program objectives, and compliance with documentation requirements. This paper discusses the 

implications of these findings for policy formulation and the enhancement of support programs. 
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Introduction 

Background 

Small, Medium and Micro Enterprises (SMMEs) are commonly recognized as facilitators of economic 

growth, innovation, and employment worldwide (Tariq, 2025), but in South Africa, challenges exist 

regarding their high failure rate due to multitude of reasons that all converge to incapability of the South 

African government. The Department of Trade and Industry [DTI] (2020) informs that in South Africa, 

SMMEs contribute immensely to GDP and job creation, mainly in provinces such as Gauteng that is 

viewed as the country’s economic hub. However, SMMEs habitually experience challenges such as 

limited access to finance, markets, and business development services (Xiaosheng et al., 2025). To 

address these challenges, various government support structures have been established to provide 

financial aid, training, and advisory services. 

The research problem that this manuscript addresses is illustrated by the dearth of empirical 

understanding of the way Gauteng Province’s government support structure use selection criteria in 

practice and how SMMEs view these processes. Existing literature (Hailu & Tshehla, 2025; Xulu, 2025) 

expansively documents the challenges faced by SMMEs. These problems include lack of access to 

finance, skills gaps, and unmet business development needs. Maduna (2024) pinpoints another 

challenge as the overall design of support programs (such as eligibility based on location, sector, or 

size). On this note, Alkahtani et al. (2020), Madzimure and Abrahams (2022), and others, decry that that 

examines the actual selection mechanisms and criteria that government agencies use to allocate 

support to SMMEs, especially from the viewpoints of the beneficiaries of the support. 

Most prior studies focus on challenges and needs of the SMMEs (Zulu et al., 2023), lack of congruence 

between support given and SMME needs (Lichy et al., 2025), and vague requirements (Matthee & 

Solomon, 2025). According to Rungani (2022), the broad challenges and needs of SMMEs include skills 

shortfalls and financial limitations. Hyden et al. (2025) and Quarshie et al. (2025) explain the incongruity 

between SMME needs, and the support they receive by highlighting breaches in service delivery and 

capacity building. Emere et al. (2025), though not disputing that the overall suitability requirements for 

support programs are frequently outlined in policy documents, they consider them to be scarcely 

analyzed in terms of their implementation or impact on SMMEs. 

A sentiment by Brozović et al. (2025) and Koporcic et al. (2025) is that few studies have qualitatively 

explored the detailed selection processes such as requirements documents, business viability 

evaluation, and alignment with program objectives, as SMMEs in Gauteng seem to experience. This 

breach is momentous since understanding the selection criteria and processes in practice can reveal 

barriers to access, transparency issues, and opportunities to improve support frameworks. 
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Some studies discuss the intensity and rigor of support program requirements (Choi et al., 2025; 

Duncheon & Hornbeck, 2025). However, Arosa et al. (2025) complain that there is imperfect intuition 

into the way these factors disturb SMMEs’ ability to qualify for aid and the way they perceive accessibility 

and fairness in the process of selection. This manuscript hopes to fill this gap by offering rich, thematic 

qualitative data directly from SMME owners or managers who have navigated these selection 

processes. This will be a contribution of new empirical evidence to apprise policy refinement and improve 

the government support interventions’ effectiveness. 

Research Gap 

The research gap that this paper addresses is the lack of beneficiary-centred, qualitative search into the 

criteria and procedural realities of SMME selection for government support in Gauteng Province, which 

is the object of this study through thematic content analysis (TCA) of purposively sampled SMME 

interviews. This focus complements existing research on SMME challenges and support needs by 

illuminating the critical, yet underexplored, dimension of selection processes. 

Problem Statement 

Despite the availability of government support programs the SMMEs seem to have not benefited 

correspondingly. The selection criteria and processes that the government support structures employ to 

allocate support are fundamental in appropriately determining which SMMEs should receive assistance. 

Despite this problem, there exists only limited empirical research on rational or scientific ways to utilize 

these criteria and on the way the beneficiaries perceive the way they are being selected. 

Research Objectives 

This study aims to: 

• Explore the selection criteria used by government support structures for SMMEs in Gauteng 

Province. 

• Understand the processes involved in selecting SMMEs for support. 

• Analyze the perceptions of SMME representatives regarding these criteria and processes. 

Significance of the Study 

Best practice is important for improvement, and it aligns with optimization. In the case of aid to SMMEs, 

it is rational to understand the criteria and processes used to select suitable SMMEs to improve 

transparency, fairness, and effectiveness in government support programs. This understanding has 

potential to offer insights for practitioners and policymakers to review the requirements for eligibility and 

improve the delivery of the support. 
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Literature Review 

The Role of SMMEs in Economic Development 

Mahosi and Sibiya (2025) reiterate the sentiment that SMMEs contribute immensely to the countries’ 

economies through employment and innovation worldwide. While recent figures are not available, in 

2019, Small Enterprise Development Agency [SEDA) (2019) reported that in South Africa, SMMEs 

contribute about 60% of jobs/employment and nearly 34% of GDP. Despite these considerable 

contributions, several authors (Chindoga et al., 2025; Ekene & Kelly, 2023; Ivankovic, 2025) attest that 

South African SMMEs often operate in challenging environments characterized by limited resources and 

market access. 

Government Support for SMMEs in South Africa 

Government support entails initiatives of government to subsidize entrepreneurship and SMMEs that 

use government structures to achieve its aim. A government structure is an institution of government 

tasked to execute the activities of SMME assistance such as financial or non-financial support to SMMEs 

(Moise et al., 2019). According to the Department of Trade and Industry [DTI] (DTI, 2020), promoting 

entrepreneurship and SMMEs is the main priority of the government’s Integrated Strategy that is to be 

achieved through the establishment of Department of Small Business Development (DSBD) in 2014 

mandated to facilitate the promotion and development of SMMEs through different strategies. DSBD 

confirmed its responsibilities by engaging several support structures (SS) in its Integrated Strategy. 

These SS include DTI; National Empowerment Fund (NEF), SEDA; Small Enterprise Finance Agency 

(SEFA). Gauteng province has more SS that help SMMEs, apart from government ones. These SS are 

government interventions that cover financial grants, training, mentorship, and market access facilitation 

(DTI, 2020). Abaddi (2025) explains that support programs are habitually designed with specific eligibility 

criteria to target businesses with the highest potential for growth and sustainability. The main obstacles 

and challenges that emerging South African entrepreneurs and SMMEs experience, according to Kruger 

and Steyn (2021), include lack of business skills, financial management, and entrepreneurial skills, 

among others. This reason prompted South Africa to establish these governmental institutions to be SS 

dedicated to support and assist SMMEs to improve. Different support programs are facilitated by these 

SS targeting SMMEs in different industries. For this study, support programs are available 

services/activities/forms of assistance provided/facilitated by these government support structures. 

Selection Criteria in Business Support Programs 

Selection criteria (SC), serving as a uniform benchmark used to evaluate and compare candidates 

impartially and objectively throughout the enrolment process, generally refer to specific skills, 
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experience, knowledge, qualifications, and attributes that candidates are required to possess to 

successfully perform a job role (Evarist et al., 2025; Bielicki, 2025). The SC development is guide by the 

job description and analysis to reflect the critical requirements and responsibilities of the position. They 

dictate the way advertisements, screening, questions, candidate ranking, and final selection decisions 

are prepared. According to Goldgar et al. (2019) and Zamboni et al. (2025), among others, there are 

usually essential criteria and desirable criteria. SC are considered essen 

tial if for a candidate to be allowed to contest the selection further after applying, they meet the minimum 

qualifications and skills (Makkad et al., 2025). Other skills or experiences included due to are preference 

but not obligatory, which can be implored to differentiate candidates in the event of ties at selection 

stages, are desirable criteria (Sadeghian et al., 2025). In this paper, where selection is made by SS to 

provide aid to SMMEs, selection criteria typically include business registration status, financial viability, 

growth potential, and alignment with program objectives. Rigorous documentation and application 

processes are common to ensure accountability and proper targeting (AlMarri et al., 2025). In this study, 

designs of support programs are known, but there are no empirical findings on how SC are applied in 

practice and how beneficiaries perceive these processes, particularly in the Gauteng SMME context. 

Methods and Data 

The study followed a qualitative research design to explore, in-depth, the SC and processes used to 

award government support to SMMEs in Gauteng Province. With the use of thematic content analysis 

(TCA), this research scientifically studied interview data to uncover key patterns and insights. A 

purposive sampling strategy of nonprobability family of sampling methods was used to find seven (7) 

SMME representatives who had previously benefited from government support initiatives. While the 

sample of seven participants is relatively small for quantitative research purposes, it is sufficient to 

achieve thematic saturation in qualitative research when no new themes or insights emerge from further 

interviews (Guest et al., 2006), as per established standards for qualitative research indicating that 

meaningful patterns and insights can be consistently identified with small, focused samples based on 

participant experiences that are rich and contextually relevant. These participants were selected from 

several sectors, such as manufacturing, services, and retail, among others. This ensured securing a 

diverse representation of perspectives. Data collection was conducted through semi-structured 

interviews held between July and August 2024, with a focus being on producing thorough accounts of 

the criteria and procedures involved in the selection of SMMEs for support. The fundamental interview 

question asked participants to describe the criteria used during the selection process and to elaborate 

on the way SMMEs were selected to receive aid. It was: 

"Were there criteria applied in the selection process for business support? Could you provide more 

details on the criteria and process used in selecting the SMMEs to receive support?" 
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The interviews were copied verbatim and subjected to TCA, guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 2019) 

six-phase framework: familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, identifying themes, reviewing 

themes, definition and naming themes, and production of the final report. Ethical considerations were 

strictly observed throughout the study. Informed consent was obtained from the participants, and 

confidentiality was upheld by anonymizing the responses. Furthermore, the research proposal received 

ethical clearance from a recognized Research Ethics Committee at a university in Gauteng. This 

ensured adherence to established ethical values in business research. 

Results 

Five themes emerged from the thematic content analysis: structured and documented eligibility criteria, 

insufficient and inflexible support from structures, evaluation of business viability and growth potential, 

submission and verification of supporting documentation, and intensity and rigor of selection process. 

Structured and Documented Eligibility Criteria 

Respondents emphasized the presence of formal, documented eligibility criteria provided by 

government departments. These criteria served as a foundation for application preparation and 

assessment. 

“There are fixed criteria.” (Respondent 1) 

“There are criteria that are outlined in the guidelines and eligibility requirements provided by the 

department.” (Respondent 3) 

“Yes. There are criteria used for selection.” (Respondent 6) 

Insufficient and Inflexible Support from Structures 

The respondents indicated insufficiency and inflexibility of aid with no personalized guidance and follow-

up after providing resources. Essential tools and financial aid are given, with only limited ongoing 

assistance for effective use or to address individual needs. These generated feelings of abandonment 

and frustration. This reflects a broader issue of inadequate support structures and rigid policies that do 

not entertain the specific needs of beneficiaries. These are expressed in: 

“Flexibility is lacking as in my case, I also needed support, but they provided only essential requirements. 

I realized when they told me I was chosen, but when I expressed what could have been value-add as I 

needed guidance on the aid, I was told to withdraw and wait for three more years.” (Respondent 1) 

“The problem of allocation is that when they give you tools, they do not care if you use them correctly, 

or when they support with finances, you are proficient in financial management.” (Respondent 3) 
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Evaluation of Business Viability and Growth Potential 

Business stability, financial health, and growth potential were said to have been central to selection 

decisions. The government aimed to support businesses with sustainable prospects. 

“The process involved an evaluation of several factors including business stability and growth potential.” 

(Respondent 1) 

 “I was told by the support structure that the process was rigorous, and that we were selected because 

we showed great growth potential.” (Respondent 2) 

“Thereafter was an assessment of the business’s financial viability and growth potential.” (Respondent 

4) 

Submission and Verification of Supporting Documentation 

Applicants were required to submit comprehensive documentation, including company registration 

certificates, tax clearance certificates, bank statements, and business plans. 

“Submission of company documents from CIPRO, Tax Clearance certificate, company bank statement, 

and business plan.” (Respondent 4) 

“We were given the impression that the department analysed the information we supplied during the 

application.” (Respondent 5) 

Intensity and Rigor of Selection Process 

Some participants described the process as rigorous, indicating a thorough vetting to ensure only 

qualified businesses received support. 

“There are criteria used for selection.” (Respondent 6) 

“An intense criterion was applied.” (Respondent 7) 

Discussion  

The TCA generated five principal themes that describe the selection and support processes that 

applicants seeking government assistance for business development experience. The themes are 

structured and documented eligibility criteria, insufficient and inflexible support from structures, 

evaluation of business viability and growth potential, submission and verification of supporting 

documentation, and the intensity and rigor of the selection process. These themes provide a detailed 

understanding of both the strengths and limitations that the current governmental support mechanisms 

possess. 
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Alignment with Policy Objectives 

The findings are consistent with objectives of government policy for supporting SMMEs that demonstrate 

potential for growth and sustainability (DTI, 2020). Respondents consistently emphasized the use of 

formal, well-documented eligibility criteria as a basic aspect of the application process. The SC offer 

easy-to-follow procedures for preparation and assessment. The clarity and accessibility of these SC 

promoted procedural fairness and predictability. The quotes attesting to this appear in section 4.1. 

According to Coglianese (2025), simplicity is essential to ensure that all applicants are assessed in the 

same way and promotes evenhandedness in accessing government support. Therefore, this structured 

SC ensures that resources are allocated efficiently. However, the study critiques that this is embedded 

in the rules and policies of the support structures for supporting the SMMEs. Consequently, it offsets 

possibilities of special cases that may deviate due to some merit that is not ordinary. 

Insufficient and Inflexible Support from Structures  

The obligation of structured and recognized eligibility SS and supporting documents encourages 

transparency and accountability in the process of SMME selection and reduces risks of bias and abuse 

of funds (OECD, 2019). Despite these structured criteria, respondents stated important deficiencies in 

the aid offered: essential tools and/or financial aid. The aid appeared rigid and lack customization. 

Beneficiaries were often not given guidance personalized to their exclusive needs. This contradicts 

Mhagama and Garg (2025) sentiment that effectiveness of aid is increased by flexibility of customization. 

There was also no follow-up after delivery of resources. Beneficiaries then felt abandoned and 

frustrated, as voiced by quotes in section 5.2. These findings indicate a broader systemic issue: support 

structures are often rigid, with policies that fail to accommodate the evolving and individualized needs 

of beneficiaries. 

Evaluation of Business Viability and Growth Potential 

A dominant criterion in the selection process was the appraisal of each SMME's viability and potential 

for growth. Respondents described a rigorous assessment of business stability, financial health, and 

prospects for sustainable development. This seems necessary, as the intention was to allocate 

resources to enterprises most likely to succeed and contribute to economic growth. Nayak et al. (2025) 

consider this approach as a determinant influencing entrepreneurial success. Though this approach 

typifies a merit-based allocation of support, it may unintentionally disadvantage newer or less-

established SMMEs that could benefit most from developmental aid. Hence, the force and thoroughness 

of the selection process may deter some SMMEs (Kannan & Gambetta, 2025). This applies particularly 

to SMMEs with limited administrative capacity. This indicates the need for capacity-building support to 

help SMMEs meet requirements. 
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Submission and Verification of Supporting Documentation 

Applications are made by submitting several documents: company registration certificates, tax 

clearance certificates, bank statements, and business plans, which constitute essential criteria (Kine et 

al., 2025). These documents are the basis for validating worthiness and assessing the legitimacy of 

applications, as section 4.4 quotes attests. These many documents help to ensure accountability and 

due diligence, but it can deter some SMMEs. 

Intensity and Rigor of the Selection Process 

Respondents explain that the selection process was intense and rigorous, with a detailed inspection 

system designed to ensure that only qualified SMMEs are supported. Uugwanga (2025) views the 

approach as being consistent with growth of the economy, but cautions opportunity losses that may 

exclude some SMMEs that could have benefitted from flexible approaches. Such rigor can enhance the 

credibility of the program and ensure optimal use of public resources. However, it may also contribute 

to perceptions of exclusivity and discourage potential applicants who feel unable to meet the high 

standards set by the process. 

Synthesis and Implications 

Synthesis 

Together, the themes generated express a SC system of SMMEs that is procedurally robust but 

operationally limited in flexibility and responsiveness. The simplicity and precision of eligibility and SC 

promote impartiality and transparency. However, lacking customized support and rigid structures 

undermine the intended developmental impact. These findings suggest a need for policy advances that 

augment procedural diligence with adjustable, customized support mechanisms that confirm that SMME 

aid is easily accessible and effective for more SMME beneficiaries. 

Implications for Practice 

The study offers some actionable insights for policymakers, government agencies, role players and 

other practitioners who design and implement business support programs. In tackling the challenges 

identified and leveraging the strengths of current processes can enhance the effectiveness, accessibility, 

and impact of such initiatives. The following implications for practice (PIs) are generated. 

PI1. Enhance flexibility and personalization of support 

• Customized guidance: SS could shift from one-size-fits-all approaches by tailoring support, 

mentorship, and follow-up based on the unique needs and contexts of beneficiaries. 
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• Nonstop engagement: Methods for ongoing communication and feedback can held 

recipients to access guidance and resolve challenges as they arise. 

• Adjustable policies: Flexibility in support policies can enable assorted business models, 

stages of progress, and sector-specific needs. 

PI2. Streamline documentation and administrative processes 

• Simplified requirements: Documentation requirements may be reviewed and simplified, 

mainly for SMMEs with limited capacity. 

• Digital platforms: User-friendly digital platforms can improve application submission and 

document authentication while reducing administrative problems and improve accessibility. 

• Capacity building: Training and resources can promote inclusivity by assisting applicants to 

understand and fulfill documentation requirements. 

PI3. Augment rigor with accessibility in selection criteria 

• Transparent communication: Communicating the SC rationale and valuation processes can 

help manage expectations and promote trust among applicants. 

• Inclusive criteria: Ways are needed for newly established SMMEs, not just those with proven 

stability, to extend support to many others. 

• Periodic review: Regular reviews and updates of eligibility and SC on changing economic 

conditions and the changing needs of the SMME landscape. 

PI4. Reinforce post-award support structures 

• Mentorship programs: Structured mentorship and coaching programs could be launched to 

support SMMEs to effectively use resources and achieve sustainable growth. 

• Monitoring and evaluation: Robust monitoring and evaluation systems could be established 

to track progress, identify challenges early, and provide timeous interventions. 

• Peer networks: Peer support networks among supported SMMEs for knowledge sharing 

and collaborative problem-solving. 

PI5. Adopt a continuous improvement culture 

• Feedback loops: Formal channels for beneficiaries to provide feedback on their experiences 

for insights from the ground to inform ongoing program refinement. 

• Stakeholder engagement: A range of stakeholders such as beneficiaries, industry experts, 

and community organizations and evaluation of support programs should be introduced. 

• Evidence-based adjustments: Data and research findings are needed to guide policy 

changes for interventions to be relevant and effective. 
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Recommendations 

The findings and implications lead to the following recommendations (RECOMs) for improving 

government business support programs  

RECOM 1. Capacity building: SS should conduct workshops and training programs to improve SMMEs’ 

understanding of eligibility criteria and application preparation. 

RECOM 2. Develop flexible support frameworks: They should design support programs that allow 

customization and adaptability to meet the unique needs of diverse SMMEs, with the inclusion of tailored 

mentorship and follow-up services. 

RECOM 3. Simplify and digitilize application processes: The SS should reduce administrative burdens 

by streamlining documentation requirements and leveraging digital platforms for application submission 

and authentication to improve accessibility. 

RECOM 4. Expand selection criteria to include emerging SMMEs: SS should integrate SS that recognize 

potential and innovation in less-established SMMEs to ensure equitable access to support high-potential 

enterprises regardless of current stability. 

RECOM 5. Launch robust post-award support systems: SS should apply structured mentorship, 

coaching, and peer networking opportunities to assist beneficiaries to effectively use resources and 

achieve sustainable growth. 

RECOM 6. Improve transparency and communication: SS should openly communicate eligibility criteria, 

selection processes, and available support services to applicants to develop trust and manage 

expectations. 

RECOM 7. Introduce feedback mechanisms: SS should establish formal systems for beneficiaries to 

give feedback and participate in program evaluation to nurture continuous improvement and 

responsiveness. 

RECOM 8. Conduct regular program evaluations: SS should use data-driven methods to evaluate 

program effectiveness and adjust policies that align with evolving economic and business environments. 

Conclusion 

This study provides empirical insights into the SC and processes that government support structures 

use for SMMEs in Gauteng Province. The selection depends on clear, structured criteria that emphasize 

business viability, growth potential, and compliance with the requirement to use documentary evidence. 

The SS process seems rigorous to ensure accountability and effective resource allocation. To enhance 

inclusivity, additional support mechanisms are recommended to assist SMMEs in navigating the 
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application process. The findings underscore the importance of balancing procedural rigor with 

customized aid to maximize the developmental impact of such programs. 

Reflection 

The research highlights a critical tension between maintaining fairness and accountability through strict 

criteria and the need for flexibility to address individual beneficiary needs. It can address this tension by 

nurturing inclusive economic growth and capacitating several entrepreneurs. Agencies and practitioners 

can create more responsive, equitable, and impactful support systems to serve the diverse needs of 

business applicants and contribute to broader economic development goals. Paying attention to the 

implications for practice and implementing the study recommendations can improve the selection of 

SMMEs for support and to make government support effective. 

Limitations 

The findings are based on qualitative data from a small sample limited number of respondents, which 

may affect the generalizability of the results. The study captured useful perspectives. However, the 

perspectives primarily reflect the standing of successful applicants, which potentially overlooks the 

experiences of unsuccessful applicants or those who withdrew from the process. 

Areas for Further Research 

Future studies could extend the scope by including a larger and more diverse sample of participants. 

They can also investigate unsuccessful applicants, to gain a fuller understanding of barriers to access. 

There can also be longitudinal studies for tracking beneficiary outcomes after support to provide valuable 

insights into the long-term effectiveness of government support programs. There could also be 

comparative studies across different regions or countries to identify best practices and inform policy 

advancement and harmonization. These areas can be addressed with future studies that contribute to 

refining and enhancing SMME support mechanisms with the goal for resilient and inclusive 

entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
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