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Abstract: 

This study examines the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the sustainability and continuity of rural Small, 

Medium, and Micro Enterprises (SMMEs) in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Using a quantitative design, 

data was collected from 374 rural SMMEs through structured questionnaires to examine challenges and 

opportunities in leveraging social media as a tool for business continuity. The study employed 

convenience, purposive, and quota sampling techniques to select respondents. Data was analysed with 

SPSS version 27.0, employing descriptive statistics, factor analysis, and correlation analysis. Results 

show a significant positive relationship between limited financial resources and reduced profitability, 

influencing social media utilisation for sustaining operations. Rural SMMEs faced major disruptions from 

lockdown restrictions and constrained economic activity, while existing support mechanisms proved 

insufficient in meeting their needs. The study recommends adopting a social media driven strategic 

approach and developing a comprehensive framework to enhance the sustainability and continuity of 

rural SMMEs during Covid-19 crisis. 
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Introduction 

The Covid-19 crisis has profoundly disrupted global economies, with small, medium, and micro 

enterprises (SMMEs) among the most severely affected. In South Africa, rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal 

(KZN), a province with a predominantly rural population, have encountered major challenges arising 

from lockdown restrictions, supply chain interruptions, and a sharp decline in consumer demand 

(Msimango-Galawe, Menzies & Erwin, 2020; Telukdarie, Munsamy & Mohlala, 2020). Even prior to the 

Covid 19 crisis, rural SMMEs in South Africa faced persistent structural constraints, including limited 

access to finance, inadequate infrastructure, low levels of digital adoption, and insufficient managerial 

capacity. The Covid-19 crisis exacerbated these issues, forcing many businesses to close or operate 

under restrictive conditions. Their ability to adapt was further hampered by underdeveloped digital 

infrastructure and limited digital literacy (Akinnuwesi et al., 2022; Ahmed, 2020; Fatoki, 2021). As a 

result, rural areas have experienced a slower pace of economic recovery.The Covid-19 crisis also 

resulted in significant revenue losses, with numerous small businesses forced to cease operations 

permanently. Social media emerged as a potentially powerful tool for business continuity, enabling 

customer engagement, product promotion, and remote work. However, adoption among rural SMMEs 

remained inconsistent, primarily due to high data costs, digital illiteracy, and unreliable internet 

connectivity (Chatterjee & Kar, 2020; Engidaw, 2022; Bouey, 2020; GEN, 2020; Mkhonza & Sifolo, 

2022). Despite the potential of social media to support business continuity and resilience, its 

effectiveness in sustaining rural SMMEs during crises such as Covid-19 crisis remains under-

researched (Mhlongo & Daya, 2023; Klein & Todesco, 2021; Chaturvedi et al., 2015). This study seeks 

to fill this gap by evaluating the role of social media as a resilience enhancing tool in promoting the 

business sustainability and continuity of rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal during the Covid-19 crisis. 

Specifically, it aims to develop a tailored social media adoption framework to enhance business 

sustainability and continuity during crisis periods.This study intends to achieve its overarching aim by 

assessing the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the sustainability and continuity of rural SMMEs in 

KwaZulu-Natal, while also investigating the key challenges and opportunities these enterprises 

encountered in leveraging social media for business sustainability during the crisis. In addition, the study 

seeks to identify social media-driven strategic pathways and propose a strategic framework to enhance 

the sustainability and continuity of rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal amid the Covid-19 crisis. 
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Literature Review 

The Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on the Sustainability and Continuity of Rural 

SMMEs 

The Covid-19 crisis severely disrupted SMMEs globally, causing closures, revenue losses, and rising 

unemployment. Rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal were particularly vulnerable due to structural 

weaknesses, disrupted supply chains, reduced demand, and high operational costs (Neneh et al., 2014; 

Hlongwane, 2024; Enwereji, 2022). Typically, reliant on face-to-face interactions and lacking financial 

buffers (Eggers, 2020), these enterprises were highly susceptible to lockdown restrictions. In rural areas, 

challenges were compounded by inadequate digital infrastructure and poor internet access (Mwansa, 

Ngandu & Mkwambi, 2025). Globally, SMMEs faced liquidity shortages and declining cash flows (Bartik 

et al., 2020), which in South Africa were worsened by limited support mechanisms.Despite these 

challenges, digital tools, particularly social media, emerged as crucial for maintaining operations. 

Platforms such as Facebook and WhatsApp enabled businesses to engage customers and sustain 

visibility remotely (Ghazwani & Alzahrani, 2024). However, adoption remained uneven due to limited 

digital literacy, high data costs, and lack of strategic awareness (Chatterjee & Kar, 2020; Engidaw, 2022). 

Financial Constraints and Digital Exclusion 

Mbatha (2022) notes that social media has improved communication and marketing in the tourism 

sector, but its adoption depends largely on businesses’ financial capacity. Many rural SMMEs became 

technically insolvent during the Covid-19 crisis (Karacsony, 2020; Kornelius et al., 2020), lacking 

resources to invest in digital tools (Gray, 2020). Consequently, they were unable to access digital 

markets or promote their services effectively. The Department of Small Business Development (DSBD, 

2020) reported that 88 percent of SMMEs were negatively affected, with 26 percent reporting no income 

and 16 percent experiencing no sales. These financial constraints hindered digital adoption at a time 

when 37 percent of consumers had shifted to online shopping, further marginalizing SMMEs without 

digital capabilities. 

Policy Neglect and Limited Government Support 

The sustainability challenges of SMMEs during the Covid 19 crisis were exacerbated by insufficient 

government support. Ikwegbue et al. (2021) observe that SMMEs underperformed in job creation, partly 

due to the absence of serious government commitment to their sustainability and continuity. Similarly, 

Bushe (2019) points out that SMMEs are often excluded from key policy discussions in South Africa. As 

a result, small businesses are compelled to comply with broad, industry-wide agreements that do not 

reflect their unique challenges often to their disadvantage (Ikwegbue et al., 2021). 
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Impact of Covid-19 and Regulatory Challenges on Rural SMMEs’ Social Media 

Adoption 

The Covid-19 crisis in South Africa was worsened by corruption in  personal protective equipment (PPE) 

procurement , involving over 600 companies and tenders exceeding R5 billion, and by a national debt 

of approximately 80% of GDP (around R4.5 trillion) by December 2020, which limited fiscal support for 

SMMEs, including social media investments for business continuity (Mbandlwa & Netswera, 2021; 

DSBD, 2020). Regulatory requirements under the Disaster Management Act 57 of 2002 imposed high 

compliance costs, closure threats, and penalties, creating additional challenges for financially and 

infrastructurally constrained rural SMMEs. Non-compliance increased operational costs, diverting 

resources from digital adoption, particularly social media investments in KwaZulu-Natal. Although social 

media can enhance reputation, sales, and growth (Kietzmann et al., 2011), limited digital skills, minimal 

training, and insufficient institutional support prevented many SMMEs from fully leveraging these 

platforms during the crisis (Kietzmann et al., 2011; Pandey et al., 2020). 

The Empirical Studies on the Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on the Business 

Sustainability and Continuity 

The Covid-19 crisis significantly undermined SMMEs’ financial performance by reducing operational 

capacity, disrupting supply chains, and weakening customer demand, with studies confirming its 

negative impact on cash inflows (National Youth Development Agency, 2020; Fatoki, 2021; Sufyati, Nani 

& Syafitri, 2023; Baadjie & Manyaga, 2023). Simultaneously, it accelerated digital adoption, particularly 

social media marketing, which enhanced business performance, supported strategic digital 

entrepreneurship, and proved vital for customer attraction and retention (Enwereji, 2022; Mishrif & Khan, 

2023; El Chaarani et al., 2022; Beglaryan et al., 2025; Nakyejwe et al., 2021; Sudjatmoko et al., 2023). 

Globally, SMMEs remained vulnerable due to weak financial resilience and slow digital adaptation 

(Kumar Sahoo et al., 2025; Otokiti et al., 2022; Omowole et al., 2024), while in South Africa, rural SMMEs 

faced additional constraints from inadequate infrastructure, limited funding, and low technological 

capacity (Akinrinde, Marwa & Mahlaule, 2024; Mhlongo & Daya, 2023; Weilbach, 2025). 

The Key Challenges Faced by Rural SMMEs Associated with Social Media Use 

for Business Sustainability and Continuity during the Covid-19 Crisis 

Financial Limitations as a Barrier to Innovation 

Financial capability is a key driver of technology adoption (Maduku et al., 2016; Itliong, 2020). During 

the Covid-19 crisis, rural SMMEs faced severe economic shocks that limited their ability to adopt digital 

marketing tools (Gqoboka et al., 2022; Akpan et al., 2021; Mbatha et al., 2024). Although social media 
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is considered cost-effective (Durkin et al., 2014), many SMMEs were hesitant to adopt it due to financial 

and innovation-related barriers (Trainor et al., 2014; Ahmad et al., 2020). Thus, financial constraints 

significantly influence social media adoption among rural SMMEs. 

The Critical Role of Financial Resources in Technology Adoption 

Access to financial resources is critical for businesses to invest in technologies such as social media for 

marketing, customer engagement, and continuity (Kim and Garrison, 2009; Sugandini et al., 2020). 

Financial capital is often the most important factor in innovation adoption, particularly during crises like 

the Covid-19 crisis (Maduku et al., 2016; Itliong, 2020). The concept of “business slack” refers to the 

availability of surplus financial, human, and technical resources that support innovation and adaptability 

(Karjaluoto and Huhtamäki, 2010). Without adequate capital, rural SMMEs were constrained in adopting 

social media, limiting their ability to sustain operations during the Covid-19 crisis (Papadopoulos et al., 

2020; Bae et al., 2021). 

Financial Vulnerability of Rural SMMEs 

Rural SMMEs are particularly vulnerable due to limited access to financial support and a predominantly 

low-income customer base. Eniola and Ektebang (2014) argue that financial constraints hinder the ability 

of rural SMMEs to adopt modern advertising tools such as social media. The affordability of these tools 

becomes questionable when businesses and their clientele both operate under significant economic 

strain. Thus, the financial position of rural SMMEs during the Covid-19 crisis was a critical factor 

undermining their digital transformation efforts. 

Enterprise Size and Its Influence on Technology Adoption 

Enterprise size is a frequently studied organisational factor influencing the adoption of new technologies. 

Larger enterprises typically possess the financial and technical capacity to invest in infrastructure, 

enabling them to adopt innovations such as social media more readily (Pan & Jang 2008; Zhu, Kraemer 

& Xu 2003; Premkumar & Roberts 1999). Their access to IT proficiency further allows for 

experimentation and efficient deployment of technology (Damanpour, 1992; Haller & Siedschlag, 2011; 

Giotopoulos, Kontolaimou & Tsakanikas, 2022). 

Agility of SMMEs Versus Resource Deficiency 

While SMMEs are often seen as more agile due to their smaller size and flat structures, this flexibility 

can enable quicker decision making and technology adoption (Perényi and Selvarajah, 2008). Rahayu 

and Day (2015) also found that small businesses are well-positioned to adopt affordable digital tools. 

However, rural SMMEs often lack the financial resources and IT expertise needed to effectively leverage 

social media, limiting their competitiveness and ability to recover from crises like Covid-19 crisis. 
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Key Opportunities Associated with Social Media Use for Business Sustainability 

and Continuity of Rural SMMEs During the Covid-19 Crisis 

Findings indicate that social media enhances the sustainability and continuity of rural SMMEs during 

crises such as Covid-19 by supporting customer engagement, brand loyalty, and growth (Goi, 2014; 

Jordan, 2018; Kakumbi & Phiri, 2022). Platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube drive sales, 

facilitate feedback, and shape purchasing decisions (Rodriguez et al., 2014; Valos et al., 2016). The 

crisis disrupted traditional operations, reinforcing the need for adaptive, digitally driven marketing 

strategies (Hoekstra & Leefang, 2020), with continuous engagement proving essential for customer 

retention (Pereira et al., 2025). Social media’s affordability and accessibility further benefit rural SMMEs 

by strengthening sales, market research, and customer relationships (Dlela, 2024; Oji et al., 2017; 

Jagongo & Kinyua, 2013), while alignment with consumer behaviour insights enhances competitiveness 

and long-term sustainability. 

Theoretical Framework for the Study 

The study is grounded in two primary theories, which are the Resource-Based View (RBV) Theory, 

and Contingency Theory. 

Resource-Based View (RBV) Theory 

The Resource-Based View (RBV) emphasizes the importance of internal resources and capabilities for 

sustaining competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). For rural SMMEs during the Covid-19 crisis, access 

to financial capital, skills, and technology was critical, with social media emerging as a strategic resource 

that strengthened resilience and business continuity. Key resources such as digital literacy, social 

capital, and infrastructure shaped their operational capacity (Kurniawan et al., 2023; Alkhawaldeh et al., 

2024). Consistent with RBV’s VRIN criteria, social media supports communication, marketing, and 

operations, enabling rural SMMEs to mitigate crisis impacts and sustain long-term growth (Mpungose 

et al., 2025; Amoah et al., 2023). 

Contingency Theory 

Contingency theory asserts that organizational effectiveness depends on aligning internal 

characteristics with external environmental conditions, such as uncertainties (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; 

Fiedler, 1964, Donaldson, 2001; Vaszkun & Koczkás, 2024). The Covid-19 crisis exemplifies this, as 

rural SMMEs had to adapt rapidly by adjusting strategies, including the adoption of social media, to 

respond effectively to market disruptions (Baadjie et al., 2023; Mpungose et al., 2025; Amoah et al., 

2023). 
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Summary for Development of Research Hypotheses 

To draw the conclusion on literature review, the following hypotheses were deduced for the research 

aim and objectives. The hypotheses are categorised as the null hypothesis (Ho) and alternative 

hypothesis (Ha) as follows: 

Ho1: Limited financial resources do not significantly contribute to low business profit and do not 

influence the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the use of social media for sustaining and continuing rural 

SMMEs. 

Ha1: Limited financial resources significantly contribute to low business profit and influence the impact 

of the Covid-19 crisis on the use of social media for sustaining and continuing rural SMMEs. 

Methods and Data 

Quantitative data was collected using a self-administered, five-point Likert scale questionnaire from 374 

rural SMME owners and managers across Vryheid, Empangeni, Richards Bay, Newcastle, Ulundi, 

Dundee, and Ixopo (Ubuhlebezwe) in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa (Singh & Masuku, 2014). The study 

employed convenience, purposive, and quota sampling techniques. Convenience sampling facilitated 

participant selection based on availability and willingness, while quota sampling ensured the desired 

sample size given time and financial constraints. Purposive sampling targeted rural SMME owners and 

managers assumed to have relevant experience with social media adoption during the Covid-19 crisis 

(Etikan et al., 2016; Babbie, 2020; Patton, 2015). Data was analyzed using SPSS version 27.0, enabling 

descriptive statistics, frequency analysis, correlation, t-tests, and inferential statistics including 

Cronbach’s Alpha, Factor Analysis, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO), and Bartlett’s tests. Results were 

presented in tables and figures (StatsSA, Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2020; Singh & Masuku, 2014; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Content validity was established through expert review and piloting with 

target population members, which helped identify and address potential issues early, enhancing the 

instrument’s suitability (Sürücü & Maslakçı, 2020). Reliability was assessed via internal consistency, 

with Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.70 confirming acceptable reliability by measuring the coherence of 

questionnaire items addressing the same concept (Taber, 2018; Nawi et al., 2020). 

Results  

Demographic Profile of Respondents for the Study 

A total of 374 respondents completed the survey questionnaires, representing a 100% response rate. 

The majority of participants were male (62.3%), with the largest age group between 18 and 24 years 

(44.7%). Most respondents identified as African (88.4%), and nearly half (49.2%) held a National 

Diploma as their highest qualification. The service sector constituted the largest proportion of businesses 
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(59.1%). Regarding business ownership, 46.3% operated as corporations, and 91.2% funded their 

ventures using personal capital. Over half of the respondents (58.6%) cited high unemployment rates 

as the primary motivation for starting their businesses. Most enterprises (65.2%) were located in Vryheid, 

and nearly all respondents (99.5%) focused on serving local markets. 

Kaiser -Meyer -Olkin Measure and Bartlett’s Test 

Table 1 depicts the level of adequacy and significance of the sample of this study. 

 Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Approx. 
Chi-Square 

Df Sig. 

B16 

The impact of Covid-19 crisis on 
rural SMMEs use of social media for 
business sustainability and 
continuity.  

0.830 803.793 6 <0.001 

Table 1: KMO and Bartlett’s test of Sphericity scores 

Table 1 shows that the conditions for factor analysis were met, as indicated by the KMO measure and 

Bartlett’s Test. The KMO value exceeded the 0.500 threshold, and Bartlett’s Test was significant below 

0.05, consistent with standards outlined by Levine (2016). These results confirm that all themes are 

statistically acceptable and significant (Traynor & Andrews, 2015: 479). Notably, the KMO measure was 

0.830, reflecting a very strong sampling adequacy, with Bartlett’s Test showing a highly significant 

influence (p < 0.001) of the Covid-19 crisis on rural SMMEs’ use of social media for sustainability and 

continuity in KwaZulu-Natal. 

Reliability Statistics 

 N of items 
Cronbach's 

Alpha 

B16 The impact of Covid-19 crisis on rural SMMEs use of social media 
for business sustainability and continuity. 

7 0.878 

Table 2: Reliability Scores 

Table 2 depicts results from the reliability test conducted on all the designed questionnaire statements, 

which were categorised according to the research themes in line with the research aim. As shown in 

Table 2, the reliability scores of all the constructs of the questionnaire exceeded the 0.70 acceptable 

Cronbach’s alpha value. This implies these newly calculated Cronbach's Alpha values denote a degree 

of acceptance, with the reliable scoring for this part of the research in totality. 
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Hypothesis Testing  

This section provides a detailed overview of the conclusions made in terms of the hypotheses set for 

this research study, which categorised and presented as the null hypothesis (Ho) and alternative 

hypothesis (Ha). Ha1: There is a relationship between limited financial resources and low business profit 

and the impact of Covid-19 on rural SMME use of social media for their sustainability and continuity. The 

results of the bivariate correlation show the relationship between the tested variables is significantly 

positive at 0.749** (sig. <0.001) level. Therefore, rejection of the null hypothesis allows the conclusion 

that limited financial resources and low business profit are related and is an impact of Covid-19 on rural 

SMME use of social media for their sustainability and continuity. 

Descriptive Analysis for Assessing the Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on the 

Sustainability and Continuity of Rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Covid-19 crisis can influence 
rural SMMEs to use social 
media to minimise cost of 
distribution of products 

374 1.00 5.00 1.9947 0.85706 

Covid-19 crisis can influence 
rural SMMEs to use social 
media to improve demand for 
their products and services 

374 1.00 5.00 1.9679 0.84703 

Covid-19 crisis can influence 
rural SMMEs to adapt and use 
social media as a tool to reach 
more customers 

374 1.00 5.00 1.9626 0.83726 

Covid-19 crisis can influence 
rural SMMEs to use social 
media to increase their 
revenue 

374 1.00 5.00 1.8422 0.89935 

Low business profit due to the 
small size of rural SMMEs 
affect their use of social media 
during Covid-19 crisis 

374 1.00 5.00 3.5856 

 

 

1.17247 

 

Lack of financial resources 
affect rural SMMEs to use 
social media during Covid-19 
crisis 

374 1.00 5.00 3.5989 

 

1.19633 

Rural SMMEs can use social 
media to interact with 
customers in future 
pandemics 

374  1.00 5.00 4.0615 0.88112 

Valid N (listwise)               
374                                
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Overall Mean and Std. 
Deviation scores 

 
  

         
19.0134   

                                     
6.69062                

Table 3: Descriptive analysis for assessing the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on the sustainability and 
continuity of rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal 

The descriptive analysis in Table 3 reveals that most respondents agreed the Covid-19 crisis significantly 

influenced social media use for sustaining rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal (Mean = 19.0134, Standard 

Deviation = 6.69062). The crisis further encouraged adoption as a strategy to reduce distribution costs 

(Mean = 1.9947, Standard Deviation = 0.85706), which also affected product and service demand (Mean 

= 1.9679, Standard Deviation = 0.84703). However, lack of financial resources (Mean = 3.5989, 

Standard Deviation = 1.19633) and low business profits (Mean = 3.5856, Standard Deviation = 1.17247) 

were major constraints. Respondents largely disagreed that social media adoption was driven by 

reaching new customers (Mean = 1.9626, Standard Deviation = 0.83726) or revenue growth (Mean = 

1.8422, Standard Deviation = 0.89935). Nonetheless, they agreed that social media enables valuable 

customer interaction, enhancing sustainability and continuity during future crises (Mean = 4.0615, 

Standard Deviation = 0.88112). 

Correlation Analysis for the Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on the Sustainability and 

Cntinuity of Rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal  

Table 4 below of correlation matrix shows how the study variables are associated regarding the strength 

and direction  

 13.4 13.20 

Lack of financial resources  

13.4 

Pearson Correlation 1 0.749** 

Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 

N 374 374 

Low business profit  

13.20 

 

Pearson Correlation 0.749** 1 

Sig.(2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 

N  374 374 

Table 4: Correlation Matrix (N=374) 

** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

According to the correlation matrix depicted in table 4, it was noted that the data significantly supported 

the design and development of a strategic social media model. The correlation matrix reveals that there 

is a significant correlation between limited of financial resources and low business profit (0.749, p < 

0.001), which is positive and highly correlated. This implies that limited financial resources is a significant 

influence for rural SMMEs to low business profit to use social media during Covid-19 crisis. Therefore, 
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lack of financial resources influences rural SMMEs to use social media for business sustainability and 

continuity during the Covid-19 crisis. 

The Assessment the Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on the Sustainability and Continuity 

of Rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal  

   Component Matrixa 

 Component 1 

Covid-19 crisis can influence rural SMMEs to use social media to minimise cost of distribution 

of products 

0.875 

Covid-19 crisis can influence rural SMMEs to use social media to improve demand for their 

products and services 

0.881 

Covid-19 crisis can influence rural SMMEs to adapt and use social media as a tool to reach 

more customers 

0.891 

Covid-19 crisis can influence rural SMMEs to use social media to increase their revenue 0.778 

Low business profit due to the small size of rural SMMEs affect their use of social media during 

Covid-19 crisis 

0.873 

Lack of financial resources affect rural SMMEs to use social media during Covid-19 crisis 0.884 

Rural SMMEs can use social media to interact with customers in future pandemics 0.821 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  

Table 5: Component matrix: Covid-19 crisis as it relates to rural SMME business sustainability and 
continuity during the crisis 

a. 1 components extracted. 

Results indicate a strong positive significance that the Covid-19 crisis encouraged rural SMMEs to adopt 

social media to reach more customers (0.891) and reduce distribution costs (0.875). However, 

respondents did not view it as a major driver of revenue growth (0.778). Financial constraints emerged 

as a key barrier (0.884), while low profits linked to small business size further limited adoption (0.873), 

constraining survival and growth. Despite these challenges, respondents acknowledged social media’s 

potential to enhance sustainability and continuity during future crises (0.821), underscoring its critical 

role in strengthening SMME resilience in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 
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Discussion  

The Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on the Adoption and Utilization of Social Media 

by Rural SMMEs for Business Sustainability and Continuity in KwaZulu-Natal 

The Covid-19 Crisis Influenced Rural SMME Use of Social Media to Minimise Product 

Distribution Costs 

 

Figure 1: Covid-19 crisis influenced rural SMMEs to use social media to improve product distribution 
costs 

Figure 1 shows that a majority of respondents, 234 (62.6 percent) and 90 (24.1 percent), disagreed and 

strongly disagreed, respectively, that the Covid-19 crisis influenced rural SMMEs to use social media to 

minimise product distribution costs. This perception is supported by the results of a Chi-square test (χ² 

= 478.460; df = 4; p < 0.001), which confirms a statistically significant association, indicating that 

respondents generally believed the crisis did not contribute to reducing distribution costs through social 

media. A smaller proportion of respondents, 22 (5.9 percent), were neutral, while only 18 (4.8 percent) 

and 10 (2.7 percent) agreed and strongly agreed with the statement. These findings contrast with the 

study by Pandey et al.  (2020), which found that the Covid-19 crisis and associated lockdowns prompted 

small businesses to adopt digital technologies, including social media, as the means to lower distribution 

costs during periods of restricted physical interaction. 
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The Covid-19 Crisis Influenced Rural SMMEs to Use Social Media to Improve Demand 

for their Products and Services 

 

Figure 2: The Covid-19 crisis influenced rural SMME use of social media to improve demand for their 
products and services 

Figure 2 illustrates that a substantial proportion of respondents, 235 (62.8 percent) and 94 (25.1 

percent), disagreed and strongly disagreed, respectively, that the Covid-19 crisis influenced rural 

SMMEs to use social media to improve demand for their products and services. This is supported by 

the results of a Chi-square test (χ² = 492.203; df = 4; p < 0.001), which indicates a statistically significant 

association. The findings suggest that respondents did not perceive the Covid-19 crisis as a driver for 

using social media to stimulate demand.Only a small number of respondents, 17 (4.5 percent), remained 

neutral, while 19 (5.1 percent) and 9 (2.4 percent) agreed and strongly agreed with the statement. This 

limited agreement aligns with the findings of Mbatha (2022), who investigated the benefits of social 

networking site usage in the small tourism sector. The study found that social media contributed to 

improved productivity, particularly in communication and marketing, demonstrating its potential to 

enhance business operations. 
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The Covid-19 Crisis Influenced Rural SMMEs to Adopt and Use Social Media as a Tool 

to Reach More Customers 

 

Figure 3: The Covid-19 crisis influenced rural SMMEs to adopt and use social media as a tool to reach 
more customers 

Figure 3 indicates that a majority of respondents, 236 (63.1 percent) and 94 (25.1 percent), disagreed 

and strongly disagreed, respectively, that the Covid-19 crisis influenced rural SMMEs to adopt and use 

social media as a tool to reach more customers. This view is supported by the results of a Chi-square 

test (χ² = 498.353; df = 4; p < 0.001), which demonstrates a statistically significant association, 

confirming that most respondents believed the crisis had no influence on social media adoption for 

customer outreach. A smaller portion of respondents, 16 (4.3 percent), were neutral, while only 20 (5.3 

percent) and 8 (2.1 percent) agreed and strongly agreed with the statement. This limited support 

contrasts with the findings of Kietzmann (2011) and Pandey et al (2020), who argue that businesses 

should have invested in social media during the Covid-19 crisis to enhance their reputation, expand 

customer reach, and improve their chances of sustainability during the crisis. 

The Covid-19 Crisis Influenced Rural SMME Use of Social Media to Increase their 

Revenue 

 

Figure 4: The Covid-19 crisis influenced rural SMME use of social media to increase their revenue 
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Gray (2020) notes that the Covid-19 outbreak caused major economic disruptions for small businesses, 

particularly rural SMMEs, resulting in financial constraints and temporary closures. These challenges 

limited their ability to adopt social media for market access, product promotion, and business growth. 

As shown in Figure 4, 178 respondents (47.6%) disagreed and 144 (28.5%) strongly disagreed that the 

crisis encouraged social media use to increase revenue. The Chi-square test (χ² = 341.267; df = 4; p < 

0.001) confirms this perception, indicating that most respondents did not link the crisis to increased 

social media-driven revenue. Only 17 (4.5%) agreed and 8 (2.1%) strongly agreed, while 27 (7.2%) were 

neutral. These results suggest that financial constraints hindered adoption. While studies such as Jiang 

and Wen (2020) and Kimuli et al. (2021) found Covid-19 accelerated digital marketing in some sectors, 

others (Karacsony, 2020; Kornelius et al., 2020) reported severe financial strain on rural SMMEs, with 

some facing insolvency. Mbatha (2022) adds that social media could have enhanced productivity if 

sufficient working capital had been available. 

The Key Challenges and Opportunities Faced by Rural SMMEs Associated with 

Social Media Use for Business Sustainability and Continuity during the Covid-

19 Crisis 

Low Business Profit Due to the Small Size of Rural SMMEs Affected their Social Media 

Use during the Covid-19 Crisis 

Figure 5: Low business profit due to the small size of rural SMMEs 

Figure 5 shows that 191 respondents (51.1%) agreed and 68 (18.2%) strongly agreed that low business 

profits, linked to the small size of rural SMMEs, hindered social media use during the Covid-19 crisis. In 

contrast, 38 (10.2%) disagreed, 35 (9.4%) strongly disagreed, and 42 (11.2%) were neutral. The Chi-

square test (χ² = 234.797; df = 4; p < 0.001) confirms a significant association, indicating that financial 

constraints related to business size limited adoption. This aligns with Oliveira and Martins (2011), who 

note that while small firms’ flexible structures enable faster adaptation, their limited resources often 
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restrict technology adoption. Similarly, Rahayu and Day (2015) argue that the small size of SMMEs can 

constrain effective use of social media, unlike larger firms that face slower adoption due to bureaucratic 

processes. 

Lack of Financial Resources Affected Rural SMME Use Social Media during Covid-19 

Crisis 

 

Figure 6: Lack of financial resources 

As shown in Figure 6, 183 respondents (48.9%) agreed and 76 (20.3%) strongly agreed that the lack of 

financial resources limited rural SMMEs’ use of social media during the Covid-19 crisis. Smaller 

proportions were neutral (39; 10.4%) or disagreed (35; 9.4%) and strongly disagreed (4; 1.1%). The Chi-

square test (χ² = 210.118; df = 4; p < 0.001) confirms a significant association, indicating that financial 

constraints critically hindered social media adoption. Financial resources are widely recognised as 

essential for technology adoption, including digital marketing (Maduku et al., 2016; To & Ngai, 2006; 

Itliong, 2020). Moreover, limited financial management skills among rural SMME owners further restrict 

access to funds, constraining strategic investment in social media (Agyei, 2018; Fatoki, 2021). 

Consequently, financial limitations not only threaten business sustainability but also inhibit innovation 

and marketing of new products and services (Owusu et al., 2021). 
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Rural SMMEs Can Use Social Media to Interact with Customers in Future Pandemics 

Figure 7: Rural SMMEs can use social media to interact with customers in future pandemics 

Figure 7 shows that 228 respondents (61.1%) agreed and 104 (27.8%) strongly agreed that rural 

SMMEs can use social media to engage customers during future pandemics. Smaller proportions were 

neutral (17; 4.5%) or disagreed (11; 2.9%) and strongly disagreed (14; 3.7%). The Chi-square test (χ² = 

473.674; df = 4; p < 0.001) confirms strong support for social media as a tool for customer interaction in 

crises. These findings align with Goi (2014) and Jordan (2018), who note that businesses increasingly 

use social media to communicate with customers and build loyalty. Kakumbi and Phiri (2022) highlight 

that, despite low adoption among rural SMMEs, social media has significant potential for growth. 

Similarly, platforms like Facebook enhance sales and customer relationships, fostering loyalty 

(Rodriguez et al., 2014; Moghavvemi, 2015), while widely used platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, 

and YouTube enable customer engagement and influence perceptions of products and services (Valos 

et al., 2016; Kumar et al., 2016; Jeswani, 2023; Islam et al., 2024). 

Recommendations 

This section below provides the key recommendations in accordance with the empirical findings. Based 

on the findings, the study recommends the following strategies for enhancing the sustainability and 

continuity of rural SMMEs during crises such as the Covid-19 crisis. 

Effective Government Support 

The government should raise awareness among rural SMMEs about available support through targeted 

campaigns and provide training to build resilience and adaptability post-Covid-19 crisis. Programmes 

must improve access to financial, human, and technological resources, including grants and tax relief 

tailored to rural SMMEs. Partnerships with educational and technology institutions can offer training on 

effective social media use to enhance business recovery and growth. 
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Enhanced Financial Support 

The government in partnership with banking institutions, should introduce flexible financial aid programs 

such as grants, low-interest loans, and financial literacy initiatives tailored to the specific needs of rural 

SMMEs. These measures can help address low profits resulting from the Covid-19 crisis and support 

business sustainability. Banks and the government must simplify application processes to ensure rural 

SMMEs can easily access financial support with an emphasis on enabling digital transformation. 

Improve Technology Infrastructure  

The rural SMMEs should invest in digital infrastructure to enhance internet connectivity and access to 

digital tools in rural areas to facilitate better engagement with online markets. In additional rural SMMEs 

should embrace digital transformation to promote the adoption of digital technologies to improve 

business operations and market access. The rural SMMEs need to invest in digital transformation to 

facilitate the adoption of digital technologies through training and infrastructure development. 

Enhance Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 

The rural SMMEs owners/managers need to adopt and use social media platforms as the tools for direct 

communication with customers, enabling businesses to offer personalized support and address 

customer needs in real-time for sustaining their business during the Covid-19 crisis. Rural SMMEs 

should use social media to gather feedback from customers, which can be used to improve services 

and products during the Covid-19 crisis for their business sustainability. 

Develop a Framework for Leveraging Social Media as a Resilience Tool to 

Strengthen Business Sustainability and Ensure Continuity of Rural SMMEs 

during the COVID-19 Crisis in KwaZulu-Natal 

This study developed a social media business model tailored for rural SMMEs, emphasizing low-cost, 

high-impact strategies to sustain customer relationships and market presence. It recommends that rural 

SMMEs invest in digital skills and adopt a flexible sustainability framework to improve adaptability and 

resilience to future crises, as illustrated in Figure 8. 

Strategic Framework for Sustaining and Ensuring the Continuity of Rural SMMEs 

in KwaZulu-Natal Through Social Media During the COVID-19 Crisis 

The framework suggests that businesses can remain competitive by incorporating digital strategies into 

their operations. For rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal, adopting a digital business model that leverages 

social media can provide a means of maintaining business.  
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Figure 8: Strategic Framework for Sustaining and Advancing the Continuity of Rural SMMEs in 
KwaZulu-Natal through Social Media during the COVID-19 crisis 

Implement Strategies for Reducing Negative Impact of Covid-19 Crisis on Rural 

SMMEs Business Sustainability and Continuity 

Leverage Social Media to Optimise Distribution Efficiency 

During the Covid-19 crisis, physical distribution networks were severely constrained by lockdowns, travel 

restrictions, and supply chain disruptions. Social media can be strategically leveraged to support digital 

order fulfilment and enhance distribution efficiency. By enabling real-time communication, coordinating 

deliveries, and facilitating online ordering, rural SMMEs can overcome last-mile delivery challenges and 
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maintain business operations. This digital shift not only mitigates logistical bottlenecks but also reduces 

operational costs and enhances customer satisfaction in a post-pandemic economy. 

Use Social Media to Stimulate Demand and Influence Consumer Behaviour 

The Covid-19 crisis severely reduced consumer demand, with rural markets disproportionately affected. 

Social media offers strategic tools such as targeted advertising, influencer marketing, and interactive 

content to rebuild brand visibility and stimulate purchasing behaviour. These digital strategies allow 

SMMEs to reconnect with existing customers, attract new ones, and influence buying decisions, thereby 

supporting demand recovery and helping rural businesses regain market share in the post-crisis period. 

Enhance Customer Acquisition and Retention Through Digital Market Adaptation 

Covid-19 crisis accelerated digital transformation, compelling businesses to adapt engagement 

strategies. Social media platforms function as effective customer relationship management tools, 

enabling continuous interaction and fostering loyalty. Through data analytics, personalized messaging, 

and interactive content, rural SMMEs can broaden their reach, respond to changing consumer needs, 

and build lasting relationships. Such adaptability is vital for ensuring continuity and resilience in the 

digitally driven post-Covid 19 crisis environment. 

Increase Revenue Streams Through Social Media-Driven Sales Channels 

The economic fallout of the Covid-19 crisis resulted in significant revenue losses for rural SMMEs. Social 

media platforms can be transformed into alternative sales channels by integrating e-commerce 

functionalities, improving digital conversion rates, and applying upselling and cross-selling strategies. 

These platforms provide direct access to broader markets without the need for costly infrastructure, 

making them especially valuable for resource-constrained rural businesses. Leveraging these digital 

tools not only supports short-term financial recovery but also contributes to the long-term sustainability 

and profitability of SMMEs in the post-crisis context. 

Strategies for Reducing Rural SMMEs Barriers and Challenges for their 

Business Sustainability and Continuity 

Achieve Business Profitability Regardless of Enterprise Size 

Rural SMMEs face profitability challenges due to limited resources and scale. The Covid-19 crisis 

highlighted their potential to achieve sustainable profits through innovation and digital transformation. 

Leveraging social media to expand reach, optimize marketing, and target niche markets can boost 

revenues. Profitability depends on value creation, customer engagement, and efficiency rather than size. 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.2025.smtt.45907
https://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983) 

an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany. 

Volume: 06 Issue: 02 Year: 2025 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.2025.smtt.45907  

 

 

 

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany – The Open Access Publisher. 

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org 

Tailored offerings and digital tools can help rural SMMEs stay competitive and profitable despite their 

scale. 

Strengthen Access to Financial Resources Amid Crisis Constraints 

Access to finance has long constrained rural SMMEs, with the Covid-19 crisis worsening cash flow, 

credit access, and informal lending. Enhancing financial resilience is vital for continuity and 

sustainability. Beyond marketing, social media can improve financial visibility by supporting online 

presence and digital transactions, strengthening creditworthiness. It also enables crowdfunding, digital 

fundraising, and fintech partnerships. Building digital credibility through these platforms can help rural 

SMMEs secure better financial standing for future challenges. 

Strategy Implementation for Promoting Social Support and Networking to 

Reduce Rural SMMEs Business Instability and Discontinuity 

The Covid-19 crisis disrupted traditional business models and customer engagement for rural SMMEs 

in KwaZulu-Natal. Mobility restrictions and limited in-person interaction threatened business continuity. 

In response, digital networking and social support systems became vital for survival. Leveraging social 

media enabled rural SMMEs to maintain customer engagement, strengthen networks, and access real-

time market insights. The following strategy explores how social media can sustain customer 

relationships during crisis conditions. 

Utilising Social Media to Strengthen Customer Engagement During the Covid-19 Crisis 

During the Covid-19 crisis, rural SMMEs struggled to maintain customer contact, weakening 

relationships and loyalty. Social media emerged as a vital tool for visibility, responsiveness, and market 

adaptability. By fostering trust, personalised engagement, and emotional connections, it enhanced 

customer experience, sustained demand, reinforced loyalty, and built a foundation for long-term 

resilience. 

Conclusion 

This study underscores the urgent need for rural SMMEs in KwaZulu-Natal and comparable regions to 

embrace digital tools, particularly social media, as a means of enhancing resilience and safeguarding 

business continuity during crises. However, limited digital literacy remains a significant barrier, 

necessitating targeted capacity-building programmes to equip entrepreneurs with the skills required to 

effectively leverage digital platforms. Equally, government support through investment in digital 

infrastructure and policies that promote digital inclusion is essential to ensure equitable access to these 

tools, thereby fostering long-term sustainability. The study applies the Resource-Based View (RBV), 

framing social media as a strategic VRIN resource that is valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-
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substitutable, and that strengthens the resilience and sustainability of rural SMMEs during crises such 

as Covid-19 crisis. Within this framework, social media is shown to facilitate adaptability, reinforce 

competitiveness, and support operational continuity under adverse conditions. Complementing this, the 

study also highlights the relevance of Contingency Theory, illustrating how the unique disruptions of the 

Covid-19 crisis necessitated flexible, context-specific digital strategies to navigate dynamic and 

uncertain environments. For rural SMMEs, developing comprehensive social media strategies that 

extend beyond marketing to encompass customer engagement, sales, and service is vital for 

maintaining continuity during crises. The Covid-19 crisis further demonstrated the importance of crisis 

management, underscoring the need for flexibility in business models and strategic investment in digital 

tools that enable rapid adaptation to unforeseen challenges. While the findings reveal that limited 

infrastructure and digital literacy constrain the full potential of social media adoption, addressing these 

barriers presents opportunities to enhance innovation, adaptability, and long-term sustainability. Despite 

the limitations of its cross-sectional design and focus on selected areas, the study contributes a practical 

framework for leveraging social media as a driver of profitability, continuity, and crisis preparedness. 

Future research should adopt longitudinal and comparative approaches to provide deeper insights into 

the long-term and context-specific impacts of digital adoption on rural SMMEs’ resilience and 

sustainability. 
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