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Abstract:

The goal of this research was to investigate the factors that helped SMMEs in uMhlathuze Municipality
in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, survive the COVID-19 crisis. Given the severity of COVID-19 and its
impact on SMMEs, this research was prompted by the need to obtain information that can mitigate
SMME failure in the face of disasters like COVID-19. Embracing a qualitative research design, the
research used semi-structured interviews to extract data from twelve purposefully sampled SMME
owners and managers. The Thematic Analysis technique and Atlas.ti software (version 23.2.3.27778)
were used to analyse collected data. Research findings revealed that four factors led to the survival of
SMMEs during the COVID-19 crisis. These were the good state in which the SMMEs were in before the
pandemic; the measures SMMEs embraced to fend off the pandemic challenges; assistance from the
government and the private sector; and opportunities and chance factors. Based on the research
findings, the study recommends that the government should equip SMMEs with crisis management skills
to place them in a better position to survive catastrophic situations. Furthermore, SMMEs should strive

to have some savings that they can fall back on in times of need.
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Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic stands as one of the most significant global crises
in modern history, profoundly disrupting economic and social systems. Businesses across all sectors
experienced unprecedented challenges, with functional areas strained by the loss of employees,
customers, suppliers, and managers to COVID-19-related fatalities (Ladzani, 2022; Statistics South
Africa [Stats SA], 2020). Government measures to contain the virus—such as lockdowns, travel
restrictions, border closures, and social distancing regulations—while necessary for public health,
inadvertently curtailed business operations (Belitski et al., 2021; Lastauskas, 2021; Bartik et al., 2020).
These measures triggered supply chain disruptions, declining consumer demand, rising production
costs, and widespread operational uncertainty (Phiri, Ramasimu & Maake, 2025; Ladzani, 2022; Nicola
etal., 2020). As Lastauskas (2021:919) observes, the restrictions “were so stringent and novel that many

businesses struggled to come up with the best responses.”

Although all enterprises were affected, small, micro, and medium enterprises (SMMEs) bore the brunt
due to limited resources, weak managerial practices, and constrained access to financial reserves (Phiri
& Ramasimu, 2025; Ladzani, 2022; Stats SA, 2020). Existing literature identifies several factors that
influenced SMME resilience, including financial buffers, operational flexibility, and external support from
government and other stakeholders (Biyela & Utete, 2024), as well as entrepreneurial resilience, passion
(Silalahi et al., 2023), adaptive leadership, and organisational learning (Kaiser, 2022). However, findings

across studies are not uniform, suggesting that survival determinants may be context specific.

In South Africa, the severity of COVID-19’s economic impact varied across provinces, districts, and
municipalities (NICD, 2022). KwaZulu-Natal's uMhlathuze Municipality emerged as one of the most
adversely affected, yet little is known about the factors that enabled SMMEs in this locality to withstand
pandemic-induced challenges. Given these geographical disparities and the lack of context-specific
research, it is critical to investigate the mechanisms that facilitated SMME survival in severely impacted
regions. Such insights could inform municipal-level disaster preparedness and targeted policy

interventions.

This study aims to identify and analyse the factors that enabled SMMEs in uMhlathuze Municipality to
survive during the COVID-19 pandemic, thereby addressing a critical gap in the literature on context-

specific business resilience in South Africa.

The article proceeds with the discussion on relevant literature review; outlines the research

methodology; the results; discussion of the results, and lastly the conclusion.
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Literature Review

Theoretical Framework

Arobust theoretical framework anchors this study in three complementary perspectives—the Resource-
Based View (RBV), Dynamic Capabilities (DCs), and Contingent Leadership (CL). The RBV (Wernerfelt,
1984) positions resources as the foundation of competitive advantage, profitability, and performance
differences, even among firms in similar contexts (Louw & Venter, 2013). It informs how SMMEs drew
on tangible and intangible assets to withstand pandemic disruptions. Extending this, the DC's theory
(Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997) emphasises the ability to adapt, reconfigure, and redeploy resources in
volatile environments (Bleady, Ali & Ibrahim, 2018), explaining how SMMEs adjusted supply chains,
customer engagement, and production processes in response to COVID-19's shocks (Donga,
Chinyakata & Ngirande, 2021).

The CL theory (Seyranian, 2012) shifts focus from resources to leadership agility, asserting that
democratic, autocratic, or laissez-faire approaches can be equally effective when aligned to situational
demands (Suharyanto & Lestari, 2020). During the pandemic, leadership effectiveness hinged on the
capacity to pivot styles as circumstances evolved. Together, these theories offer an integrated lens for
analysing how resource endowments, adaptive capabilities, and context-sensitive leadership

underpinned SMME resilience and sustainability in a period of unprecedented disruption.
Empirical Review of Literature

Importance of SMMEs in the Economy

Small, Medium, and Micro Enterprises (SMMEs) play a pivotal role in economic growth and societal
development worldwide. They are recognised for creating employment, raising living standards, and
contributing significantly to GDP (Ramasimu, Ramasimu, & Nenzhelele, 2023; Majadibodu, Ramasimu,
& Ladzani, 2023; Atkins et al., 2021; Dorr et al., 2021). In South Africa, SMMEs help reduce economic
concentration by large corporations, address underserved rural markets, and generate local
employment (Nkoe & Ramasimu, 2025; Bowman & Nair, 2020). They dominate strategic sectors such
as retail, services, and construction, while integrating into both forward and backward supply chains,
thereby fostering inclusive economic growth (Donga et al., 2021; NYDA, 2020). By enabling participation
from disadvantaged and marginalised communities, SMMEs contribute to the social fabric of the
economy. However, despite these contributions, their limited resources and structural vulnerabilities

have made them highly susceptible to external shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
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SMME Vulnerabilities during COVID-19

Compared to larger firms, SMMEs typically possess weaker financial reserves, limited digitisation, and
low technical capabilities (Braunerhjelm, 2021). Pre-existing constraints, including inadequate business
practices, poorly designed business models, and limited access to finance, further hindered their
resilience during the crisis (Chimucheka & Mandipaka, 2015; Phiri et al., 2025). The pandemic’s labour
disruptions — driven by illness, mortality, burnout, and mobility restrictions — particularly affected
labour-intensive SMMEs (Fatoki, 2021; Ladzani, 2022). Owner-operated enterprises faced heightened
risks, as the illness or death of the entrepreneur could halt operations entirely (Lechmann & Wunder,
2017). Moreover, containment measures such as lockdowns, border closures, and curfews, though
intended to curb the virus, caused supply chain disruptions, reduced demand, and escalated operating
costs (Belitski et al., 2021; Stats SA, 2020).

While some argue that the harm arose more from the uncoordinated implementation of restrictions than
from the measures themselves (Nicola et al., 2020), there is broad agreement that these policies placed

disproportionate strain on SMMEs.
Support Interventions for SMMEs

Governments and private actors worldwide implemented interventions to safeguard SMMEs. In South
Africa, relief included tax holidays, grants, low-interest loans, deferred payments, and sector-specific
funds such as the Business Growth Fund (BGF) and Tourism Relief Fund (TRF) (Ladzani, 2022; Gorelik,
2020). The SMME Relief Scheme (SFS) and Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF) COVID Relief
targeted payroll support, while the Small Enterprise Finance Agency (SEFA) provided debt restructuring

assistance.

Private sector contributions — from banks, supermarkets, and NGOs — included loans, market access
via shelf space, and virtual conferences for idea exchange (NYDA, 2020). However, scholars have
criticised these interventions for focusing predominantly on monetary aid while overlooking structural
barriers such as poor market access and low financial literacy (Bowman & Nair, 2020; Msomi, Olarewaiju,
& Ngcobo, 2021).

Accessibility constraints further limited impact. Many schemes required businesses to be registered, tax
compliant, and in possession of financial records (NYDA, 2020). Informal and foreign-owned SMMEs
were largely excluded, and bureaucratic inefficiencies, corruption, and restrictive eligibility criteria

compounded these barriers (Naudé & Cameron, 2020).
Factors Influencing SMME Survival during the Pandemic

Adaptive Strategies
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SMMEs that swiftly adjusted operations were better positioned to survive. Common measures included
adopting digital platforms, modifying product offerings, entering essential goods markets, reducing
operational costs, and restructuring work arrangements (Catalyst for Growth, 2020; Donga et al., 2021).
For example, some SMMEs began producing hands-free sanitiser dispensers and other hygiene
products in high demand during the pandemic (Donga et al., 2021). Such flexibility enabled enterprises

to secure their market positions and maintain performance (Grozinger et al., 2021).
Sectoral Positioning

Resilience varied across sectors. SMMEs in essential services — such as food retail, healthcare,
energy, and agriculture — were allowed to operate through all lockdown levels, thereby sustaining
income streams (Ladzani, 2022; Belitski et al., 2021). In contrast, non-essential service providers, such
as those in entertainment, personal care, and hospitality, faced prolonged closures and struggled to

transition to digital service delivery.
Resource Endowment

Resource availability, both tangible and intangible, shaped survival outcomes. Financial reserves
supported continuity in rent, payroll, and debt servicing (Braunerhjelm, 2021). Human capital
adaptability, conceptualised as absorptive capacity — the ability to recognise, assimilate, and apply new
information — was crucial for rapid business model adaptation (Venter, 2014). Psychological resources
also played a role. Organisational Psychological Capital (OPC), comprising hope, optimism, efficacy,
and resilience, helped entrepreneurs and employees remain solution-oriented, innovate under pressure,

and sustain operational morale during the crisis (Grozinger et al., 2021).
Gender and Cultural Dynamics

Societal norms assigning caregiving responsibilities to women meant that female entrepreneurs were
disproportionately affected by school closures and the inability to employ childcare services during
lockdowns (Kalenkoski & Pabilonia, 2021; Martiarena, 2020). Many women were forced to scale back
or suspend business operations to meet family responsibilities, reducing their enterprises’ chances of

survival.
Collaborative Networks

Engagement in business clusters, networks, and communities provided SMMEs with shared resources,
technological access, and market intelligence (Dasayanaka & Sardana, 2015). Networks facilitated
innovation and problem-solving and reduced gender-based entrepreneurial barriers by broadening
access to finance and market opportunities (Bullough et al., 2020). These collaborative mechanisms

were instrumental in enabling SMMEs to adapt and remain competitive.
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Methods and Data

Research Designs

This research adopted the interpretivism research philosophy, which is centered on the belief that
knowledge develops from people’s experiences, perceptions, and the like, and as such, reality is
interpreted in diverse ways (Saunders et al, 2016). Based on these philosophical assumptions, the
research was undertaken qualitatively, and semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. The
target population of the research was all registered formal SMMEs within the uMhlathuze Municipality
established prior to COVID-19 in South Africa (before 6 March 2020). Semi-structured interviews were
used because they are an exploratory technique that aligns with the qualitative research design and the
interpretivism philosophy adopted. Additionally, semi-structured interviews were employed because they
are a research method that could comprehensively extract data from participants, in line with the

objectives of this research. (Saunders et al. 2016).

Purposive sampling, a non-probability sampling method based on the researcher’s judgment, was used
to draw 12 formal SMMEs established before COVID-19 from uMhlathuze Municipality. Purposive
sampling was used to select participants most relevant to the research in terms of being knowledgeable
about the case under investigation, and also willing to take part in the research. Saunders et al. (2016)
affirm that with in-depth interviews, it is crucial to select participants who are keen to partake in the
research, among other things. Of the 12 participants (SMMEs) sampled, 10 of them were in the different
categories of the tertiary sector, namely tourism and hospitality, education and training, information and
technology, transport and logistics, wholesale and retail trade, and personal services. Only 1 out of the
12 selected participants was in the manufacturing sector, and only 1 again was in the primary
(agriculture) sector. More participants in the tertiary sector were willing to take part in the research, which
is why they constitute a large chunk of the participants interviewed. A sample of 12 Participants was
chosen because interviews were used to extract the data. With interviews, a sample size of 5-25 is
considered all right because information obtained per participant is a lot, and data saturation is also
attained quickly (Saunders et al., 2016). Data saturation in this research was reached at participant 10.

To ascertain if indeed it had been reached, 12 interviews were conducted in total.
Data Collection

An interview guide with 15 questions to guide the researcher was used to conduct the interviews.
Physical addresses and telephone numbers of participants were obtained from the Zululand Chamber
of Commerce and Industry, and first contact with participants was made through site visits or
telephonically. Interview dates were arranged after the first meeting. Participants were furnished with

interview questions for familiarisation before the interviews as recommended by Saunders et al. (2016)
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and Creswell (2009). With the aid of the interview guide, the researcher administered all 12 interviews
personally, face-to-face. During the interviews, the researcher asked questions, rephrased questions,
and so forth in order to get to the bottom of the issue that was under investigation. All the interviews
were audio recorded using the researcher’s smartphone to capture all the details. With respect to the
time horizon, the interviews were administered within a period of two months. This is because the

research was done for academic purposes, and as such, there were deadlines to meet.
Data Analysis.

Each interview was assigned a pseudonym for identification and to preserve the identity of participants
(Saunders et al, 2016; Creswell, 2009). Pseudo names used were Participant 1, Participant 2, and so
on. Thereafter, the audio-recorded interviews were transcribed by writing them word for word on MS
Word documents. After transcribing the data, it was cleaned by comparing the transcriptions to the
audios. The cleaned data was then analysed using the Thematic Analysis technique and Atlas.ti software
(version 23.2.3.27778).

During the Thematic Analysis process, data were coded into groups using the Atlas.ti software. In vivo
codes (based on the actual terms used by participants) and the researcher’s own codes were used to
put data into code groups (Saunders et al, 2016; Creswell, 2009). During the coding process, the
researchers went through the transcribed interviews thoroughly to identify key phrases that related to
the research objectives. The coding process was guided by the research objectives of the study. In vivo
codes were created by using the exact words spoken by a participant to name or identify a segment of
data. Researcher codes were created by using researchers’ descriptions to identify data segments that
aligned with research questions. The code groups were further analysed to produce themes, which were

ultimately used to draw conclusions from this research.
Results

The data that provides the basis of these discussions is the face-to-face interviews conducted with 12
SMMEs in uMhlathuze Municipality. The Thematic Analysis technique and Atlas.ti software were used
to identify themes that emerged from the data. As a recap, “Thematic Analysis involves the researcher
coding his /her qualitative data to identify themes or patterns related to his/her research question”
(Saunders et al, 2016, p. 579). The table below reveals the themes that emerged from the data regarding
how SMMEs in uMhlathuze Municipality survived the COVID-19 crisis.
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- R
Search Entities

Name Grounded Density | Groups
1 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]

® < Adoption of cost cuttin,,

8

® < Adoption of new payme... b 0 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]
® < Applied for bank loans 3 1 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]
® < Applied for government.., 3 2 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]
® < Assistance from family a.., 7 1 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]
[ ] Breaking lockdown rules 4 2 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]
® Business before COVID-14 12 1 [5State of business before COVID-19]
® < Chance factors 3 1 [Oppertunities/ chance factors]

® < Determination and prayer 8 0 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]
® < engagement in business.., 1 0 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]

Government suppert ini... 8 1 [Government and private sector support initiatives]

[F=1
—_

® < Opportunities /essential... [Opportunities/ chance factors]

Reprieve from banks 3 0 [Government and private sector support initiatives]
® ) Savings 7 4 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]

Uze of vaccines and PPE 3 0 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]

Using a viable business t... 2 1 [SMME efforts to survive COVID-19]

Figure 1: Themes and Sub-Themes of SMME Survival Factors During COVID-19

The four themes that emerged from the analysis, shown on the far right of the table are:

e SMME efforts to survive COVID-19
e Government and private sector support initiatives
e State of the SMME before COVID-19

e  Opportunity/ chance factors

On the far left of Figure 1 are the sub-themes of SMME survival during COVID-19. Coded in blue are
sub-themes that relate to SMME efforts adopted to survive COVID-19. The pink code speaks to the
SMME pre-pandemic state, while the purple codes reflect the chance or opportunity factors that enabled
SMMEs to survive COVID-19. Lastly, the yellow codes reveal government and private sector support
initiatives that helped SMMEs to survive COVID-19. A discussion of each of the themes and the sub-
themes that constitute them is given below. Throughout the discussion, quotations from participants will

be shown in italics or in network diagrams to substantiate the findings.
Theme 1: SMME efforts to survive COVID-19

One of the main themes that emerged from the study with respect to how SMMEs in uMhlathuze
Municipality made it through the COVID-19 crisis is the efforts or actions that were undertaken by
SMMEs to alleviate the pandemic challenges. This theme is made up of 11 sub-themes shown in blue
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on the left in Figure 1 above. In essence, these sub-themes are the various efforts that were espoused
by SMMEs to survive the COVID-19-induced challenges.

Sub-theme 1: Adopted cost-cutting measures

Six SMMEs confirmed to have adopted multiple cost-cutting measures to ease their financial burden
during COVID-19. Lockdowns, travel restrictions, new hygienic regulations, and more had put a strain
on the finances of the SMMEs; hence, to ease the pressure, the SMMEs furloughed some workers,
reduced salaries, reduced working hours, moved in with parents, and more. The following quotations
reveal what some of the participants had to say in this regard. Please note, P1, P2, P3, and so on stand

for participant 1, participant 2, and the like.
P 9: We started paying our workers half salaries.
P 6: 1 moved in with my parents to save on accommodation costs.

P 8: We laid off some of our workers.
Sub-theme 2: Adopted new marketing strategies

To align with the operating environment that had substantially altered during the pandemic, three
SMMEs changed their marketing strategies. One of the SMMEs in the farming business revealed that
they reduced the price of their vegetables after the hard lockdown to sell more in a bid to recover some
losses. The same SMME also expanded its customer base by starting to supply vegetables to
supermarkets and other small retailers. Another SMME in the production of ceiling boards disclosed that
to retain customers, they started offering some kind of payment plan whereby payments on purchases
worth R5000 or more were now settled over a period of two months. The third SMME in the restaurant
business stated that soon after resuming operations after the hard lockdown, they started doing
deliveries in a bid to service those clients who wanted to stay at home for safety reasons. The following

quotations attest to this.

P 3: When we opened after the hard lockdown, we started doing deliveries. During the pandemic, many

customers preferred deliveries instead of coming to the restaurant.

P 4: COVID-19 affected everyone, so we designed new payment plans to make it easier for our
customers to keep buying and supporting us. For purchases worth five thousand and above, we offered
a two-month payment plan.

P 8: When the lockdown was eased and people could move a little freely, | reduced the price of

vegetables so that | could sell more.

| also approached supermarkets and other businesses and started to supply them with vegetables.
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Sub-theme 3: Applied for bank loans

Three participants revealed that they applied for bank loans to deal with various COVID-19-related
problems. According to the network diagram shown in Figure 2 below, Participant 3 obtained a loan from
the bank to buy inputs for their business and to do some repairs. Participants 5 and 12 also took out
bank loans to boost reserves, which had diminished, and to pay salaries, respectively. These loans
contributed to their ability to withstand COVID-19 woes. Quotations from the network diagram in Figure

2 further confirm this.

28:6 T 24 in INTERVIEWS, |
Participant 5
We took a bank loan to
boost cur finances which
had substantially reduced

due to lockdowns and other
COVID-19 problems.

26:16 T 42 in INTERVIEWS, |
Participant 3

35:12 T 38 in INTERVIEWS, |
Participant 12

We took a loan from the
bank to make sure that our
people are kept well,
Remember | said everyone
was paid full salary
throughout COVID

I Applied for bank loans

Yes, | got some loan when we
opened after lockdown. | had
to get the loan to buy the
food items that we sell in the
restaurant and to repair some
things that needed to be
repaired,

Figure 2: Theme 1; sub-theme 3 network diagram
Sub-theme 4: Applied for government assistance

Six participants confirmed that they applied for government UIF and TERS. They stated that they needed
such assistance to pay workers during the time they were closed. The following are some of the

statements participants made in this regard.
P 3: We applied for the employee’s UIF.
P 6: | got help from the government in the form of UIFs, but it was not enough.

P 2: We also applied for TERs from the government, and this helped us pay our workers during the

lockdown levels when we were not permitted to operate.
Sub-theme 5: Sought assistance from family and friends

Four participants stated that they asked for help from friends and family. Of these, some borrowed stock

from friends when they had gone out of stock during hard lockdowns. Others sought financial help, while

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

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


https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.2025.epat.45912
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.epat.45912

one disclosed that she moved in with her parents to cut on accommodation expenses. The following

quotations confirm these findings.

P 1: During hard lockdowns, we ran out of stock and had to borrow from our friends in Pietermaritzburg

who had extra stock.
P 4: Yes, my family also helped me with money. Determination and a supportive family helped me.

P 6: I moved in with my parents to save on accommodation costs. My parents also helped me with some

money.
Sub-theme 6: Breaking lockdown rules

Three participants reported that they broke lockdown rules to survive pandemic challenges, as revealed
by the quotes in the network diagram below. Participants 4 and 6 disclosed that they sold beer and ran
a hair salon from home illegally during lockdowns, respectively. Participant 11 divulged that when
lockdowns prohibited long-distance travelling, they disregarded the rule and travelled to Johannesburg
at night to buy stock that had depleted. Disregarding lockdown rules helped them survive the pandemic

challenges. Quotations from the network diagram in Figure 3 below substantiate this.

I Breaking lockdown rules

27:9 1 31 in INTERVIEWS, ;:;fi; 3;;:.::\ITET'."IEWS. ﬁgr'lti::l' :itlr; INTERVIEWS,
Participant 4 P P
: - Some of the staff that we When salons were closed
I had to do illegal activities . ) . .
- = sell got finished during during lockdowns, | sold hair
to survive, | sold beer =
. . lockdowns. So, we had to praducts from home, | also
during lockdowns and don't o . ~ )
take the risk going to arranged with some of my
ask me where | got the beer ) . . .
from Johannesburg at night to clients to do their hair and
- get more stock, nails at home.

Figure 3: Theme 1, Sub-theme 6 network diagram
Sub-theme 7: Determination and prayer

Six participants revealed that the will to remain in business and praying for their businesses also helped

them survive the pandemic challenges. The quotations below testify this.
P 1: Allah helped us. | am Muslim and believe in Allah.

P 3: Determination helped me to get through.

P 4: Determination and a supportive family also helped.

P 8: | prayed hard.
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P 9: Prayer. Prayer is the best thing.
Sub-theme 8: Engaging in business networks

One participant stated that because they were part of a business network, they borrowed money and
stock from network members during the pandemic. That played a significant role in their survival. Below

is what the participant said in this regard.

P 1: We operate as a Pakistan community. We borrowed money from the Pakistan community to pay
rent during COVID.

Because of border closures, we ran out of stock during COVID-19. We had to borrow stock from people
in the Pakistani community who had extra stock. So, we got stock from Durban and Pietermaritzburg,

and that helped us too.
Sub-theme 9: Savings

Six participants revealed that they had to resort to personal or business savings to keep their businesses

operational. The following quotations give testimony to this.

P 2: As a business, we always put money aside for emergencies. This is the money we used to service

vehicle instalments and pay rent during the time we were closed.
P 3: | paid them from my pocket.

P 11: The owners used their personal savings to pay rent, bills, and salaries when we were closed. If it

were not for that, | do not think we would still be in business today.
Sub-theme 10: Used a viable business to support a non-viable one.

One participant disclosed that they had to take money from a business that was doing well to support
another one that was struggling. This enabled the struggling business to survive the COVID-19 crisis.

The following quotation reveals what was said.

P 1: During COVID-19, we would take money from a business that was making a profit and use it on

another business that was not doing well so that all our businesses could survive.

The cell phone and electronics shop was doing well. We then used money from the cell phone and

electronics shop to keep the restaurant going.
Sub-theme 11: Use of Vaccines and PPE

Three participants confirmed that vaccines and personal protective equipment (PPE) also played a role

in their fight for survival. The following attest to this.
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P 2: On the issue of challenges with social distancing due to the nature of our business, we tried to solve

that by protecting our workers and clients through the wearing of both face masks and face shields.
P 3: We also encouraged our workers to get vaccinated.

P 5: We used sanitisers to protect our workers and customers as well.
Theme 2: Government and private sector support initiatives.

This is another main theme that came out of the interviews and is made up of 2 sub-themes shown in

yellow in Figure 1 above.
Sub-theme 1: Government support

Four participants disclosed that they got help from the government through TERs and UIF. Two others
divulged that the government gave a once-off financial package of R5000 per taxi to SMMEs in the
transport sector and pegged interest rates at a record low to enable SMMEs to take loans from banks

at incredibly low interest rates. The quotations below reveal this.
P 6: | got help from the government in the form of UIFs, but it was not enough.

P 7: After 6 months into lockdowns, the government gave us a once-off support package of R5000 per
taxi. This helped us a lot.

P 12: And the bank was lenient at that time of the lockdown, where you could take a loan over 6 months
with an exceptionally low interest rate. It wasn'’t a normal interest rate. It was actually announced by the
government at that time that the banks would show us some leniency in paying back loans taken during
COVID.

Sub-theme 2: Reprieve from banks.

Three participants revealed that banks offered them some reprieve in various ways during lockdowns.
Participants 2 and 3 confirmed that banks allowed them to defer mortgage payments during specific
periods of the lockdowns. Participant 12 disclosed that banks also offered low interest rates throughout
lockdowns, a move that helped with borrowing of funds and repayment of mortgages. The temporary
relief from bank obligations and low interest rates allowed participants to channel resources where they
were needed more, or gave them time to mobilise resources, among other advantages. The quotations

in Figure 4 below attest to this.
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Figure 4: Theme 2, sub-theme 2 network diagram

Theme 3: State of the SMME before COVID-19

How SMMEs fared before the pandemic is another vital theme that surfaced from the study with regard
to how SMMEs survived COVID-19. This theme consists of only one sub-theme, shown in pink in Figure

1 above. In fact, the sub-theme is the one that was simply upgraded to a main theme.

In respect of this theme, all participants except for one revealed that their businesses were doing very
well before the pandemic. Because of that, some had savings that they used to keep their businesses

running. The following are some of the comments made by the participants.

P 2: Business was flourishing. We even had some savings, which we used to service vehicle instalments

during the pandemic.

P 12: Before COVID, we were doing very well.
Theme 4: Opportunity/ Chance Factors

This is another dominant theme that came out from the interviews. It is made up of two sub-themes

discussed below and shown in purple in Figure 1 above.
Sub-theme 1: Opportunities/ essential sector

Some participants stated that there were opportunities that came with salon closures, school closures,
online schooling, working from home, and the like that boosted their businesses. Again, some also
indicated that being in an essential business was a factor or an opportunity that helped them survive the

COVID-19 crisis. The following quotations reveal what was said by the participants.
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P 10: But COVID, in a way, helped our businesses. People were now working from home, and school
children were learning online. Because of that, they would come and buy such things as webcams and

other electronic devices. That helped us a lot.

P 11: We got lots of DSTYV installation orders during COVID-19 because people wanted to know what

was happening around the world, and the kids were also at home and needed some entertainment.

P 5: Being in the essential sector and able to do business throughout the pandemic was a big positive

for us.
Sub-theme 2: Chance factors

Some participants also revealed that sheer chance played a role in their survival. Participant 8 disclosed
that by chance, they had stock reserves, and their sugarcane was in the growing phase when lockdowns
were implemented. That supported them in navigating pandemic challenges. Similarly, Participant 5 also
reported that by sheer luck, they had stock that was able to last them for a while when lockdowns were

introduced. The network diagram in Figure 5 below reveals what was said in this regard.

I Chance factors

31113 T 46 in INTERVIEWS, |

Participant 8

Sugarcane farming was not
affected much., When COVID
happened, the sugarcane
was in the growing phase, so
it was not in danger,

31:3 722 in INTERVIEWS,
Participant 8

But the good thing is | had
some stock of fertilisers and
seeds

28:8 T 26 in INTERVIEWS, |
Participant 5

we had stock that was able
to last us for a few months,
That obviously cushioned us
for some time before we
started running out of stock

Figure 5: Theme 4, sub-theme 2 network diagram
Discussion of Results

The results from each theme will be discussed separately before making an overall conclusion.
Theme 1: SMME efforts to survive COVID-19

Research findings revealed that the multiple actions embraced by SMMEs to fend off the pandemic
challenges helped them to survive the crisis. Early into the pandemic, the financial bases of most
SMMEs were weakened by COVID-19 (Stats SA, 2020) In line with this, results from this investigation
showed that the various cost cutting measures adopted by SMMEs namely salary cuts, downsizing the

work force, reducing working hours and moving in with parents helped ease the financial challenges
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these entities were facing and prevented them from closing down. These findings resonate with the
findings of Bartik et al (2020) and Stats SA (2020) that SMMEs resorted to different cost-cutting
measures such as salary cuts, laying off workers temporarily or permanently, reducing or flexing the

number of working hours, and the like in a bid to save their businesses.

Research findings also indicated that some SMMES altered the way they marketed their products after
the hard lockdown to boost revenue, retain customers, and remain in business. Some reduced prices of
vegetables to quickly sell the perishables, some came up with new payment plans to retain customers,
and others started doing deliveries to cater to customers who could not visit restaurants. To a
considerable extent, these actions paid off according to the findings of this research. Moodley and
Naidoo (2022) concur with these findings, confirming that SMMEs in the tourism sector changed their
marketing strategies during the pandemic to adapt and survive. Furthermore, these findings relate to
the theory of dynamic capabilities (a theoretical framework supporting this research), which states that
organisations acquire sustenance and retain competitiveness in a dynamic environment by redeploying
existing resources, creating novel resources, and more to take advantage of emerging opportunities
(Ferreira et al, 2017; Teece, 2007). Doing deliveries exemplified a redeployment of resources because
the same resources that were initially used to serve people in the restaurant were now used to do

deliveries.

Loans obtained from banks also contributed to the survival of SMMEs from the COVID-19 crisis,
according to evidence from this research. The loans helped SMMEs to pay their workers, maintain
premises, buy inputs, and more. These loans also carried a low interest rate, which made them easy to
repay. Stats SA (2020) supports these findings, affirming that during the pandemic, SMMEs also applied
for bank loans to ease the COVID-19-related financial constraints they were under. This research also
revealed that TERS and UIFs obtained from the government played their role in the survival of SMMEs.
These findings resonate with those of Dorr et al (2021) and Bartik et al (2020), who found that
government assistance in many countries enabled the survival of SMMEs during COVID-19. Research
evidence further indicated that the assistance from family and friends helped many SMMEs to
circumnavigate the life-threatening pandemic challenges. During the COVID-19 crisis, friends and family
helped SMMEs with money, accommodation, stock, and moral support. Many participants confirmed
that this kind of support went a long way in seeing them through the pandemic. Concurring with these
findings, Jaim (2020) reveals that women entrepreneurs who made it out of COVID-19 owed their

survival, among other factors, to the moral and financial support they got from families.

Evidence from this research also disclosed that some participants broke lockdown rules and did illegal
things to remain operational during COVID-19. One sold beer illegally from home during the time any

consumption of alcohol was not permitted, the other travelled to Johannesburg at night to replenish
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stock when interprovincial travel was prohibited, and another one ran her hair salon from home when
salons were not allowed to operate. These findings echo with Gorelik's (2020) findings that people and
businesses broke lockdown rules to survive the pandemic challenges. Another notable finding from this
research is that prayers and the will to survive also assisted in the survival of some SMMEs during the
pandemic. This was a unique finding that never came out in the literature review. Research findings also
revealed that the savings SMMEs had also played a huge role in seeing SMMEs through the COVID-
19 crisis. Some SMMEs resorted to savings to service vehicle instalments, pay workers, and the like
during the time they were closed. Others used savings to get back to business after the hard lockdown.
Using savings to pay workers and to sustain businesses demonstrated leadership effectiveness
according to the Contingency Leadership theory (Seyranian, 2012). Leadership effectiveness includes,
among other factors, empathy for subordinates (Seyranian, 2012). Using savings to make sure that
subordinates (workers) had some income even when businesses were closed demonstrated care and

concern for the workers.

Being part of a business network also featured as one of the factors that enabled SMMEs to survive the
COVID-19 disaster, according to this research. One SMME revealed that they turned to network
members for assistance with cash and stock during the pandemic, and this considerably helped them
survive the pandemic. Such findings resonate with the findings of Dasayanaka and Sardana (2015:86)
that business clusters and networks enable SMMEs “to stay competitive and overcome many constraints
that may come along the way.” Another notable finding from this study was that some SMMEs used
businesses that were thriving during COVID to support those that were struggling, so that all businesses
could survive. This was another unique observation to come from this research. Finally, vaccines and
PPE also played a role in the survival of SMMEs, and this echoes the findings of NYDA (2020) that

some businesses encouraged their workers to get vaccinated to avoid work disruptions and losses.
Theme 2: Government and Private Sector Support Initiatives

Both the government and the private sector played a role in enabling SMMEs to traverse the COVID-19
disaster, according to the findings of this research. Besides the TERs and UIF discussed under theme
1, the South African government also gave SMMEs in the transport sector a once-off package of R5000
per taxi and lowered interest rates throughout the pandemic to facilitate borrowing of funds and
repayment of debts. Banks (private sector) gave SMMEs some reprieve in the payment of mortgages
and charged incredibly low interest rates on loans issued to SMMEs. These findings agree with the
findings of Ladzani (2022), Bowman and Nair (2020), and Gorelik (2020) that the government and
private sector COVID-19 support initiatives enabled many small businesses to remain operational during

the pandemic.
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Theme 3: State of SMMEs before COVID-19

Research findings revealed that, to some extent, how the SMMEs fared before the pandemic also played
a role in their survival. Eleven out of the twelve SMMEs in this study stated that they were doing very
well before the pandemic. Accordingly, the researcher was made to conclude that if the SMMEs were
doing well before COVID-19, that possibly gave them the impetus to survive the pandemic. Besides, six
of the participants revealed that savings accrued before the pandemic (during that period they were
doing well) assisted them significantly to fend off the pandemic challenges and to remain in business.
Indirectly echoing these findings, Ladzani (2022) and the ITC (2020) allege that SMMEs, which were
struggling before the pandemic, would possibly fail to survive the pandemic. However, also noted in the
findings was that the other 5 SMMEs, which were also alleged to have been doing great before the
pandemic, had no savings to help them when the pandemic struck. This made the researcher conclude
that the survival of these SMMEs could not be attributed to how they fared before the pandemic, but to
something else. This contradiction could also be explored further to clarify why pre-pandemic success
did not translate to survival during COVID-19, because even the participant (SMME) who stated that

they were not doing well before the pandemic, survived it.
Theme 4: Opportunity/Chance Factors

Results from this study also showed that opportunities that emerged from lockdowns and sheer chance
also helped some SMMEs to survive COVID-19. School closures, salon closures, working from home,
online schooling, and more, necessitated by lockdowns, boosted two SMMEs in the electronic industry
because many people now needed webcams, computers, memory cards, and the like to work or study
from home. At the same time, by chance or sheer luck, one SMME in the sugarcane growing business
was spared from the lockdown woes because it had ample stock of seeds and fertilizers to see it through
the duration of the hard lockdown. By chance again, their sugar cane was in the growing phase (did not
require much tending), hence was not affected by supply chain disruptions, inaccessibility of markets,

and the like that came with lockdowns.

In conclusion, all four factors discussed above contributed in their various combinations to the survival

of SMMEs in uMhlathuze Municipality during the pandemic crisis.
Conclusion, Limitations, and Recommendations

The goal of this research was to establish factors that saw SMMEs in uMhlathuze Municipality through
the COVID-19 crisis. The theoretical framework underlying the study was presented. In addition, a
comprehensive literature review was done to give a background of COVID-19, its impact on SMMEs,
and the various efforts taken by SMMEs, the government, and the private sector to mitigate the

challenges SMMEs faced during the pandemic. The research also followed a qualitative research design
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and used semi-structured interviews to extract data from twelve purposefully sampled SMMEs in
uMhlathuze Municipality. Research findings revealed that four main factors were responsible for the
survival of the SMMEs. Firstly, the actions taken by the SMMEs to fend off the pandemic challenges
contributed to their survival. Such actions included the adoption of multiple cost-saving measures;
seeking help from the government and private sector, friends, and family; breaking lockdown rules, and
the like. Secondly, some opportunities brought by lockdowns and sheer chance helped to keep some
businesses going during the pandemic. Thirdly, support initiatives from the government and the private
sector also played their part in the survival of the SMMEs. Lastly, the pre-pandemic state of the SMMEs
was also key to SMME survival. Most of the SMMEs were doing well before the pandemic, and that

provided them the impetus to fend off the pandemic challenges.

Like any other research, this research has its own limitations. Firstly, the research followed a qualitative
research design, adopted a case study approach, and used purposive sampling (a subjective sampling
method) to select participants for the study. All these limits the generalisability of the research findings.
Furthermore, the research sought to establish the factors that aided SMMEs in uMhlathuze Municipality
to survive the COVID-19 challenges. Nonetheless, it is common knowledge that different municipalities,
districts, and provinces across South Africa were impacted differently by the pandemic. Accordingly,
different results could be obtained if similar research were conducted in other municipalities, districts,
and provinces across South Africa. Once more, four of the participants interviewed were managers of
the SMMEs and not the owners, who probably were not privy to everything that enabled the SMMEs to
survive the pandemic. In other words, this reliance on managers’ perspectives posed some potential
biases to the findings of this research. Again, the majority (10 out of 12) of the SMMEs involved in the
study were in the tertiary sector. As such, it could possibly imply that the findings of the research are
more biased towards how SMMEs in the tertiary sector survived the pandemic. It’s also possible that if
more SMMEs in the primary or secondary sectors were involved, the results obtained could be different.
Additionally, the exclusion of informal SMMEs could also have negatively impacted the research’s
findings because informal SMMEs make up a significant part of the South African business sector.
However, the same findings might also apply to informal SMMEs. For example, the adoption of various
cost-cutting measures and new marketing strategies could be used or were used by informal SMMEs to
survive COVID-19.

After discussing the results of this research, the following recommendations are proposed to the South

African government and SMMEs across the country.

e When disasters strike, both the local and national governments should allocate more funds

to SMMEs since many of them have weak financial bases.
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e The government should equip SMMEs with crisis management skills to place them in a
better position to survive catastrophic situations. This might include crisis management
training (e.g., workshops for financial planning or digital adaptation, seminars on how to
make decisions under pressure, how to formulate business continuity plans, etc.).

¢ In these volatile times, SMMEs should strive to have some savings that they can fall back
on in times of need.

e SMMEs should engage in business networks, clusters, and the like where they will share
ideas, resources, and the like.

e Intimes of distress, the government should establish special online platforms where SMMEs
and the government can directly discuss and resolve issues affecting SMMEs.

e SMMEs should always make sure that they have enough buffer stock to cushion them from
unexpected detrimental developments like COVID-19.

e Furthermore, the study proposed the following to be considered for future research to focus
on:

o Establishing the role that SMMEs, the government, and other stakeholders can play in
ensuring SMME sustainability in the face of recurring disasters.

¢ How the impact of uninsurable risks (pandemics, wars, natural disasters, etc) on SMMEs
can be mitigated.

e How informal SMMEs survived the COVID-19 pandemic.

¢ Investigating SMME disaster preparedness in disaster-prone provinces like KZN.
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