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Abstract: In South Africa, small, medium, and micro enterprises (SMMEs) have been recognized as
the critical driving force to alleviate some economic challenges that the country faces. The challenges,
such as the alleviation of poverty and the unemployment rate, can be addressed by policies that
encourage SMME developments and sustainability. The historical background of SMMEs in South
Africa has left them operating in various locations, such as cities and townships. There is a growing
concern of the lack of information and communications technology (ICT) adoption by SMMEs,
in particular those operating in townships. The aim of this study was to develop an ICT adoption
framework using the sustainability livelihood framework (SLF) to encourage ICT adoption and
improve the livelihood of township SMMEs. This study used the sustainable livelihood framework
(SLF) to explore the broader socio-economic contents of the township SMMEs on human, social,
financial, and physical and natural resource-based assets that enable the poor to enhance their
capabilities and reduce their vulnerabilities. This study deployed a qualitative exploratory research.
A sample of 21 SMME owners/managers operating in Soweto was used, and data were collected
using in-depth interviews and observations. The study revealed township SMMEs are complex and
dynamic and need various interventions in order for them to be sustainable. The SLF for township
SMMEs can be used as a guideline for SMME owners/managers and policy makers when formulating
ICT adoption policy.

Keywords: information communication technology (ICT); sustainable livelihood approach (SLA);
sustainability livelihood framework (SLF); South Africa

1. Introduction

Small, medium, and micro businesses (SMMEs) play an important role in the development of an
economy. Successful economies around the world have acknowledged the positive contribution that
SMMEs play towards growth and development of the economy. In African countries, where many
economies are informal, SMMEs are a vehicle facilitating individuals’ participation in the economy.
As such, SMMEs form a critical backbone of many of the African economies [1–3]. Furthermore, as in
many socio-economic establishments in Africa, South African SMMEs operate in different environments
that are located in cities as well as townships. Although the literature reveals that SMMEs in South
Africa may generally share common challenges, such as poor access to finance, they also have unique
challenges that may be influenced by their environment and historical background. This study
argues that township SMMEs are dynamic and may face unique challenges as compared to SMMEs
operating in the cities. Township SMMEs are unique and have different attributes that are influenced
by their environment and their historical background. This study aims to explore and understand
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the dichotomy that exists between SMMEs operating in cities and those operating in townships. The
need to understand challenges faced by township SMMEs with regard to ICT adoption may lead to the
SMMEs’ sustainability and improving their livelihood. The motivation for this study is based on the
lack of information on ICT adoption by township SMMEs and the factors that affect their adoption
or non-adoption. In order for township SMMEs to fully participate in the economy, develop, and
grow, there is a need to have an in-depth understanding of the factors affecting their ICT adoption and
formulate guidelines for their sustainability. Failure to understand this phenomenon may contribute
to the increase in unemployment that the country is currently facing, and the township SMMEs may
be left behind in competing in the digital economy. The adoption of ICTs by township SMMEs can
contribute positively towards the South African economy, address challenges such as unemployment,
and create platforms for township SMMEs to gain competitive advantage and participate in the
global economy. Currently, there are limited empirical studies on ICT adoption by township SMMEs,
and no ICT adoption sustainability livelihood framework for township SMMEs. An ICT adoption
sustainability livelihood framework could provide SMME owners/managers and policymakers with
guidance on what strategies to put in place to support and guide township SMMEs.

The adoption of ICT can be a driving force for addressing socio-economic challenges faced by
South Africa, such as poverty alleviation [4,5].

The literature suggests that the use of the sustainability livelihood framework (SLF) could
be deployed to explore how ICT can contribute to people’s livelihood and, in this case, township
SMMEs [6–8]. Therefore, this study is focused on township SMMEs and their contribution to the
livelihood of the township economy through the adoption of ICT.

However, various studies have been conducted around SMMEs in South Africa, precluding
the township context [9–13]. Reference [14] agreed that literature on small businesses focuses on
other SMME contexts as a whole, while far less research has focused on the township SMME context.
Questions such as, “why are township SMMEs are not adopting ICTs?” or, “why are they precluding
other types of ICTs?” need to be examined in real contextual settings in order to understand their true
answers. The success of ICT adoption by township SMMEs will facilitate an increased contribution
towards growth, development, and sustainability, which may lead to the reduction of unemployment
in the South African economy. The adoption of ICT will enable township SMMEs to compete with
larger enterprises and positively contribute to the township economy. Literature has shown the positive
impact that ICT adoption can have on SMMEs, thus it is of utmost importance that township SMMEs
are not precluded in the adoption of ICT [15]. Therefore, the research problems are determined as
follows: there is a lack of research studies on factors affecting the ICT adoption by township SMMEs,
and there is no ICT adoption sustainability livelihood framework for township SMMEs.

In order to clearly realise the research aim, this study implements a stepwise research process
by firstly conducting literature review on ICT adoption by SMMEs. Furthermore, by examining the
distinct differences between SMMEs operating in townships as oppose to those operating in the cities.
This is necessary for coming up with guidelines and interventions directed towards policy formulation
of township SMMEs’ sustainability. Secondly, from the literature review conducted the study design
is conceptualised and the key focus solidified, given the gaps identified in the literature. Thirdly, an
empirical study is conducted on SMMEs in the Soweto township areas of Gauteng Province. Fourthly,
upon critical analysis of the results of the empirical study, a sustainability livelihood framework for
adopting ICTs by the SMMEs in townships is conceptualised.

1.1. Historical Background of Township SMMEs

The history of township SMMEs in South Africa dates back to the apartheid era, the period during
which black people were prohibited from owning businesses and faced prosecution for engaging in any
business activity [16,17]. Townships experienced segregation in terms of housing, education, health,
and libraries, among others [18]. Townships, often referred to as urban residential areas, were formed
for the Black population, usually beyond city limits. By contrast, the White population resided
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in suburbs or cities. Generally, every city has at least one township, and often several townships,
associated with it.

The understanding of townships and cities provides guidance on the development and growth
of SMMEs. According to [19], the main differences between townships and cities in South Africa
tend to be bordering on socio-economic parameters. With reference to Johannesburg, the wealthy
live to the north of the city centre in the northern suburbs, while the poor live to the south and on
the fringes of the city in townships. Reference [20] agree that the environments are not the same; the
issues affecting SMMEs can be technological, socio-economic, or as a result of perceptions based on the
owners’ lived experience. According to reference [21], many of South Africa’s township areas exist
below the subsistence levels and remain impoverished because they lack access to basic infrastructure,
thus lagging behind on gaining economic growth and development. The literature shows that even after
becoming a democratic country in 1994, South Africa still seems to have well-structured geographical
inequalities and challenges hindering the growth of township profile SMMEs [22]). The legacy of
apartheid resulted in challenges such as policies that were geared towards exclusion and lack of access
to resources, exclusion from participating in the small business sector, and segregation of townships
and cities [23,24].

The township SMME economy prior to 1994 was not included in government policies because
many of them were disregarded by the apartheid government. In line with the political disinterest,
SMMEs were wiped off the research agenda of most business schools and university commerce
departments [25]. According to [26], the larger enterprises were more likely seen as potential enablers
for employment creation and economic growth, which were mainly White owned and operated in the
cities. The realisation of the SMME sector only occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. The South African
government initiated the Institution of Small Business Development Corporation (SBDC) in the early
1980s in order to provide support to SMMEs. In 1995, the government further initiated the design of the
policy framework to be inclusive of the entire classification of SMMEs and gave them the opportunity
to participate in the economy. This was the government’s National Strategy for Development and
Promotion (NSDP) of small businesses (National Framework on Sustainable Development (NFSD)
(2008). The NSDP’s overall objective was to create an enabling environment for SMME growth in the
country as a way of addressing basic inequalities in the economy. Despite the aforesaid political will
and interventions, SMMEs seem to still be facing acute challenges preventing them from effectively
participating in the economy.

1.2. SMME Classifications

There is no global consensus of what constitutes SMMEs. SMMEs are classified into formal,
informal, and survivalist and are influenced by the context in which the small business is located.
In South Africa, specifically, SMMEs have been classified with reference to the sectors or environments
in which they operate. The classification of SMMEs by virtue of the environment in which they operate
makes it complicated to globalise the challenges they face. It can thus be posited that the different
sectors and environments subject the SMMEs to different contextual challenges and therefore expose
them to different levels of appetite for the adoption of ICTs.

It is necessary to define an SMME within the defined limits as set out in the policies of that country.
SMME challenges need to be addressed with careful attention in order to guide policymakers. For
example, the poor infrastructure in townships may hinder township SMMEs from bringing attention
to their needs.

1.3. SMMEs in the South African Context

The South African National Small Business (NSB) Act 102 of 1996 defines a small business as a
separate entity that can be within any sector or sub-sector of the economy and which can be classified
as a micro-enterprise, a very small enterprise, a small enterprise, or a medium enterprise [27]. The
NSB Amendment Acts of 2003 and 2004 further define an SMME as a distinct business entity managed
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by one or more persons which must meet certain specified criteria. Table 1 illustrates the definition of
SMMEs used by the NSB Act of South Africa.

Table 1. Definition of small, medium, and micro enterprises (SMMEs) according to the National Small
Business (NSB) Act of South Africa [26].

Enterprise Size Number of Employees Annual Turnover in South
African Rand

Gross Assets, Excluding
Fixed Property

Medium Fewer than 100 to 200,
depending on industry

Less than R4 million to R50 m,
depending on industry

Less than R2 m to R18 m,
depending on industry

Small Fewer than 50 Less than R2m to R25 m,
depending on industry

Less than R2m to R4.5 m,
depending on industry

Very Small Fewer than 10 to 20,
depending on industry

Less than R200,000 to R500,000,
depending on industry

Less than R150,000 to R500,000,
depending on industry

Micro Fewer than 5 Less than R150,000 Less than R100,000

It becomes evident that within the South African context, an SMME is classified as a business
which has no more than 200 employees and certain turnover criteria based on the sector. Thus,
if a business has fewer than 200 employees, but the revenue is more than the indicated value per
industry, reference [28]’s argument that SMMEs are not only based on size but also their complexity
would appear to have some merit. It is thus coherent to posit that a clear definition of an SMME is
a multi-dimensional function considering a lot of variables given the context in which a perceived
SMME operates.

Other studies conducted in South Africa have also grouped these enterprises and referred to them
as small businesses [29,30]:

• Survivalist: The income generated is below the poverty line, poor capital is invested, and there is
hardly any asset. They are often referred to as hawkers, vendors, and subsistence farmers without
much training;

• Micro: They lack formality in terms of registration. They employ between one and five employees,
they include spaza/tuck shops, minibus taxis, and they may be on household premises;

• Very small: They may employ fewer than 10 employees. These include artisans (electricians,
plumbers) and other professionals. However, this does not include sectors such as mining and
construction, manufacturing and electricity, but does include professionals such as artisans,
electricians, and plumbers;

• Small: They are seen as more established compared to the very small businesses and may be
formal and registered businesses, owner-managed but with more complex structures;

• Medium: They employ a maximum of 100 or 200 people for various sectors, which includes
the mining, electricity, manufacturing, and construction sector, in which the maximum is 20
employees. They operate on fixed premises with formal requirements.

The survivalist, micro, and very small enterprises in South Africa are often grouped together and
referred to as “small businesses”. While many countries do not have micro-businesses as part of the
small business definition, this indicates the diversity of the small business definitions, particularly
in South Africa, because the micro-businesses are also classified as survivalists [31]. However, the
literature points out that SMMEs can be classified as small businesses. Other studies conducted in
South Africa have also grouped these enterprises and referred to them as small businesses [29,30] as a
result of these small businesses sharing common challenges [32].

This study groups the classifications of survivalist, micro, very small, small, and medium
businesses together to refer to them as SMMEs, which means small businesses. The study adopts
the new definition as described by the South African government in 2019. According to the South
African Government Gazette [26], the new definition of SMMEs uses two proxies (employees and
annual turnover) and excludes the original third proxy (total gross asset value) [26]. The study thus
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defines an SMME as any small business regardless of its registration under law or tax and it can be any
entity or organisation, which includes any person conducting small business activities in any sector.

1.4. Challenges Faced by Township SMMEs

An informal business is a livelihood strategy for poor people in both the developing and the
developed world [33]. However, most township SMMEs do not grow in size and develop like those in
the formal sector in the cities [34]. Reference [35] argued that while some informal businesses in inner
cities grow, those in townships mainly just survive, i.e., they only make money to meet their family’s
daily needs. Reference [36] stated that the challenges that SMMEs face may be internal or external,
and they have a huge impact on the survival and the sustainability of the business. Since township
SMMEs operate in environments that differ from the SMMEs operating in the cities, they have unique
challenges. Some of the challenges are: skills and knowledge [37]; lack of finance, lack of relevant
information on government support, crime, and absent infrastructure [38]; lack of support from
stakeholders, lack of legal knowledge, lack of funding, lack of business acumen, and poor technological
skills [39]; lack of business acumen [40]; lack of management skills, finance and obtaining credit, access
to markets, and developing relationships with customers [19]; lack of education, lack of training, and
inadequate government support [41]; ICT education, lack of ICT awareness [14]; poor management
skills, access to funding, lack of infrastructure, and poor government support [42]; competition, product
cost, high inventory cost, high rental cost, and poor marketing of the business [43]; need for marketing,
financial training, management training, and collaboration between government and stakeholders to
provide adequate training [13]; lack business sustainability skills [44]; and lack of information, lack of
resources [36].

Most of these mentioned challenges can be overcome by adopting and streamlining ICT in
the business processes of SMMEs. The adoption and use of ICT plays a critical role in facilitating
socio-economic development in SMMEs in developing countries [45–47].

1.5. The Role of Township SMMEs in the Economy

SMMEs in South Africa play a critical role in the country’s economy and contribute between
40 per cent and 41 per cent of the country’s GDP and up to 61 per cent of the overall employment in
South Africa [48]. According to the review of the 2013 SBP SME Growth Index, the South African
National Development Plan (NDP) has set a very ambitious aim of increasing the size of its economy
by a minimum of 5.4 per cent a year over 15 years. This initiative is, however, a necessary challenge to
engage in, as South Africa’s high rate of employment is increasing. The state of employment in South
Africa remained unchanged at 43.10 per cent in the third quarter of 2018, from 43.10 per cent in the
second quarter of 2018. The employment rate in South Africa averaged 43.21 per cent from 2000 until
2018, reaching a high of 46.17 per cent in the fourth quarter of 2008 and a record low of 41 per cent
in the first quarter of 2004 [49], which was partly exacerbated by a chronic shortage of skilled labour.
Against this backdrop, the government is aiming to put policies, strategies, and programmes in place,
which aim to create an enabling environment for township SMMEs.

Townships SMMEs have the potential to contribute positively to the South African economy.
In Gauteng province, the SMMEs created about 150,000 jobs in a single year, and this was as a direct
result of government’s support to SMMEs [49]. Therefore, it is imperative that township SMMEs receive
necessary interventions and support to address many of the challenges faced by the country [11].

The literature has shown that SMMEs are the engine for growth and development. The adoption
of ICTs can be a driving force for addressing socio-economic challenges faced by countries, such as
poverty alleviation [4,5]. The literature revealed that the use of the sustainable livelihoods approach
(SLA) could be deployed to explore how ICTs can contribute to people’s livelihood [6–8]—in this case,
the township SMMEs.

There is a lack of research studies on the sustainability livelihood of township SMMEs and how
ICT adoption can contribute towards their growth and development.
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2. Methodology

This study was conducted in South Africa, Gauteng Province, Soweto Township. Soweto
is the largest township in South Africa, with over 1.516 million people [49], and it is one of the
hubs of economic development targeted by the government. Qualitative research provided the
researchers with the opportunity to conduct interviews with SMME owners/managers in order to gain
an in-depth understanding of their social and cultural context and the factors that affect ICT adoption
in their business.

The target population of this study was SMME owners/managers operating in Soweto township
in Gauteng province, South Africa. There is no accurate population regarding SMMEs operating in
Soweto, as the number of SMMEs may be different at any time given the current prevailing social,
economic, and political circumstances. The study included any SMMEs (whether formal or informal)
operating in any sector, and these can be regarded as registered or non-registered businesses. However,
the larger businesses, such as big retailers (e.g., Pick n Pay, Shoprite, KFC, and McDonalds) operating
mainly in township shopping malls were not included in the study. A sample size of 21 was used,
applying non-probability purposive sampling. The purposive sample of 21 SMMEs was selected
and met the specific criteria, as set out in Table 2, with the main condition that the business must be
located and operated in Soweto. This sample was selected because they served the expected purpose
of the study [50]. Data were collected through interviews and observations from the township SMMEs
owners. Data were analysed through the use of Atlas.ti.

Table 2. Locations/zones of respondents in Soweto.

Location/Zone Medium Business Small Business Micro Business

Vilakazi 1 1 1
Protea South 1 1 1
Protea Glen 1 1 1
Dobsonville 1 1 1
Diepkloof 1 1 1

Meadowlands 1 1 1
Pimville 1 1 1

Total respondents in each zone 7 7 7

2.1. Sustainability Livelihood Approach for ICT Adoption by Township SMMEs

The purpose of this section is to discuss the application of the Sustainability Livelihood Approach
(SLA) in supporting and assessing the adoption of ICT by township SMMEs. The SLA allowed an
analysis of the broader socio-economic contents of the township SMMEs owners/managers. According
to [51], a holistic examination of how household and socio-economic content in township SMMEs
function, as well as a probe into the business factors and reasons behind their failure rate, are necessary.
The SLA is defined to better understand the strategies to be used to address poverty through
interventions from different stakeholders.

Like many other countries, South Africa is faced with the task of improving the SMME sector and
contributing to its growth, development, and sustainability. South African SMMEs do not grow and
are not sustainable. They are recorded as having a high failure rate of 75 per cent [52–54]. The SLA
can be used when formulating strategies towards poverty alleviation that South Africa continuously
battles with. Reference [55] posited that poverty levels in the township are extreme and thus there is a
need to have approaches that address the poverty levels in township businesses. Various interventions
have been put in place to support township SMMEs. However, township SMMEs are still lacking
when it comes to improving livelihoods.

The SLA looks at the core features which are aimed at poverty reduction and improving the
vulnerability of township SMMEs. The livelihood approach further seeks to improve the township
economy development. SLA makes inquiries for rural and policy development by recognizing the
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complexity of the livelihood strategy. The sustainable livelihoods framework helps in thinking
holistically about the things that the poor might be very vulnerable to, the assets and resources that
help them thrive and survive, and the policies and institutions that impact on their livelihoods [56].

2.2. Constructing the Sustainability Livelihood Framework for Township SMMEs

This section depicts the SLA for township SMMEs with regard to ICT adoption. This study
adopted the five capital frameworks of sustainable livelihood, which include human, social, financial,
physical, and natural [57–59]. This study added the socio-economic asset as an added denominator for
township SMME livelihood.

Figure 1 shows the sustainable livelihoods framework and its various factors, which constrain or
enhance livelihood opportunities and show how they relate to each other. The framework provides
a way of thinking through the different influences (constraints and opportunities) on livelihoods of
township SMMEs, and ensuring that important factors are not neglected [60,61]. The framework shows
how, in differing contexts, sustainable livelihoods are geared through access to a various livelihood
assets, which are intended in the pursuit of different livelihood strategies.
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Figure 1. The sustainability livelihood framework (SLF) for township SMME ICT adoption.

The study first identified that there is a dire need to explore the livelihood of township SMME
owner/manager perception/opinions towards ICT adoption. The purpose of exploring the livelihood
was to gain understanding of reasons behind ICT adoption and non-adoption.

2.2.1. First Step: Problem Definition/Livelihood of Township SMMEs

The first step was to understand the problem that needs attention. In this study, the livelihood of
township SMMEs was explored through understanding the perception/opinions of township SMMEs
owners/managers towards ICT adoption. The study explored all stakeholders involved (internal and
external) for successful ICT adoption for township SMMEs. A framework is defined as a structural
depiction of beliefs, culture, and ideas that can provide guidance on decisions and judgement [8].



Sustainability 2020, 12, 3149 8 of 17

A conceptual framework is a system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that
supports and informs research and the relationships among them [62]. This study drew the construction
of the framework from the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), that has links for ICT adoption by
SMMEs. In this step, the study focused on township SMME owner/managers’ characteristics in order
to underpin the perceptions/opinions of the utilisation of ICT adoption by SMME owners/managers.
It was necessary to underpin SMME owner/manager perception/attitude for the intention to adopt ICT
because this perception/attitude leads to their intention to adopt and can also determine their level
of adoption. This theory assisted in underpinning the level of ICT adoption, ascertaining to what
extent ICTs are being adopted and used by SMMEs, and the reasons thereof. The TAM focused on the
SMME owners’ perception/attitude for behavioural intentions towards ICT adoption, meaning that
ICT adoption is linked to ease of use and usefulness. When ICT is perceived as complex by township
SMME owners/managers, the chances are that they are not going to adopt nor utilise these ICTs.

2.2.2. Second Step: SMME Location/Zone

In this step, the study identified the location/zone where SMMEs operate. Township SMMEs
are mostly regarded as informal businesses because they operate in unique locations. The location
in which they operate has some influence on whether or not they adopt ICT. Reference [16] stated
that some SMMEs are formally registered while others are not, and there seems to be a belief that
most township SMMEs are informal, thus implying they are not registered. However, while this study
acknowledges that some township SMMEs may be informal, many others are formal and may be
operating below the minimum required level as categorised by the NSB Act of 1996. The location
where township SMMEs operate does not regulate them as informal; there are many who are formal
but lack the support, such as ICT adoption training and skills in order to be sustainable and grow. The
location where SMMEs operate can be linked to the level of service they receive in order to operate
their business. According to [48], the location where SMMEs operate can be influenced negatively or
positively in terms of access to the commercial and professional services they can receive.

2.2.3. Third Step: Capital Asset

The capital asset of township SMMEs where identified using the sector, age of the business,
number of employees, and annual turnover.

Sector: Township SMMEs operate in various sectors and also play a role in contributing to the
crisis of unemployment that South Africa faces; a shocking high national unemployment rate of 25 per
cent [62]. SMMEs in townships vary from sector to sector, and they are likely to have various views
when it comes to growing their sector. For example, in terms of labour market prospects, they may have
limited alternatives and views in terms of employment. Their livelihoods are not the same as the sectors
operating in cities or larger sectors. Larger sectors will normally have dedicated skilled departments or
individuals when considering hiring employees, whereas SMMEs may rely on the next family member
to take ownership of the business, regardless of their skills or entrepreneurial competence.

Age of the business: The age of the business may be linked to the age of the SMME owner, because
the age of the SMME owner may have influence over whether or not they adopt ICTs. According to
the Small Enterprise Development Agency’s third quarter report [48], about 54 per cent of SMMEs
only operate for a period of five years, can stand operating for a period longer than five years, and are
likely to survive in the next 10 to 15 years. Table 3 shows the years each business has been in operation.
The age of the business was used to determine if there is any correlation with regard to SMME age
classification and adopting ICT. Various studies have used the age of the business to understand and
analyse the ICT adoption or utilisation from the SMME characteristics’ perspective [63–65].
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Table 3. Township SMME years in operation.

Classification
of Business

Frequencies

1–10 (years) 11–20 (years) 21–30 (years) 31–40 (years) Total

Small 4 3 0 0 7
Medium 4 2 0 1 7

Micro 6 1 0 0 7
Total 14 6 0 1 21

Of the 21 participants, 14 SMMEs had been in operation for less than 11 years. A total of six SMMEs
had been operating for a period of 11–20 years, and only one business had been in operation for more
than 30 years. ICT, in this regard, comes in as a platform which can unlock a myriad of opportunities.

Number of employees: Defining SMMEs using number of employees is problematic for SMMEs.
In 2019, the south African government amended the definition of small business. The legal definition
of small business was substantially updated for the first time in more than 15 years. The amended
definition removed the categorization of gross asset value as a metric because it is “often inappropriate
and difficult to measure”. The definition includes the size of the business and the number of employees
that are recognized as employed full-time, and total turnover. This categorization can be problematic
when township SMMEs have no knowledge of their annual turnover, or in cases where the number of
employees is seasonal, depending on the business operations.

Annual turnover: The annual turnover of the SMMEs in townships is somewhat problematic,
especially if they are classified as micro businesses. The annual turnover brings in the factor of cost as
an issue, thus influencing the ICT adoption process. SMMEs with a low annual turnover, meaning
those that are just managing their business to pay the operational costs, may perceive ICT adoption
as an expensive business decision that they cannot manage. ICT adoption is a decision that has
cost implications. Most ICTs come with a price tag and decision-makers considers cost implications.
Finance thus plays a vital role in SMMEs’ survival and growth [66].

3. Results and Discussion

This study further revealed that ICT adoption is a dynamic process when considering the livelihood
of township SMMEs.

From the in-depth interview and observations made at the premises where SMMEs operate,
the following results were revealed:

As depicted in Table 4, only 14 types of ICTs were identified and used by township SMMEs.
Interestingly, only medium businesses indicated they used a server, internet, Wi-Fi, and mobile telecom
network. This could be linked to their level of ICT awareness. Again, the interesting finding was the
medium business owner/manager indicating that they did not use a printer, which was associated with
ICT support (maintenance and cost). However, observations showed there was, in fact, a printer in an
unusable state and the participant clarified that they are no longer using it because of maintenance
cost. Participant 19 mentioned, “I don’t use that printer because I was told it is better to buy a new one,
so I just print at a printing shop next door”. The results further showed that out of 14 listed ICTs, small
and micro-businesses only used 7 different types of ICTs, while medium business used 11 types. From
the findings, this could also mean that the type of ICT depends exclusively on the needs of a particular
business. For instance, a medium business may not use a scanner and clocking machine, while other
businesses do use them. Participant 10 stated, “We use an app called Uniforce, which manages all
aspect of our business, from stock, sales, accounting, I mean everything. We don’t necessarily use
scanners or printers”. Meanwhile, participant 8 shared, “The clocking machine makes a lot of business
operations easier, we depend on them most of the time. The scanner helps us, we use it more, hence
we don’t print anymore we just scan”.
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Table 4. Type of ICTs used by township SMMEs.

# ICT Type Medium Small Micro Total

1 Laptop 2 0 1 3
2 Printer 0 0 1 1
3 Cash till machine 1 0 1 2
4 Landline 2 2 0 4
5 Personal computer 3 3 1 7
6 Internet 2 0 0 2
7 Wi-Fi 1 0 0 1
8 Social media 1 0 0 1
9 Applications (IS) 3 3 1 7

10 Mobile phone 3 2 4 9
11 Server 1 0 0 1
12 Mobile telecom network 1 0 0 1
13 Clocking machine 0 1 0 1
14 Scanner 0 1 1 2

Total 20 12 10 42

All 21 participants indicated having used some kind of ICT in their business operations. There was
a clear indication of the commonalities of the type of ICTs used by SMMEs in townships, with mobile
phones leading as the ICT of choice by all 21 participants. Although only nine participants indicated they
used mobile phones for their business, it was interesting that the remaining participants (12 participants)
believed that their mobile phones were for personal use and not necessarily for business operations.
Furthermore, the 12 participants indicated that mobile phones are not ICTs for business operations,
even though they do use them for business calls.

Although the type of ICT varies from one business to the next, there is a clear indication that
SMMEs use some kind of ICT for their business operations. One participant from a medium business
indicated that they adopted special software applications, namely SAGE, for their business operations
to handle their accounts. Participant 7 mentioned, “For us SAGE is a necessary applications software,
because I run the payroll and the staff are getting payslips and everything and then I can also do for
tax purposes and all accounting matters”.

Although there is an indication of various ICTs adopted, it seems SMMEs adopt ICTs that are
familiar to them, such as a mobile phones, till machines, or fixed lines. Medium and small business
owners/managers indicated that they owned one or more ICT for their business, such as fixed lines and
a mobile phone. Although the printer was not mentioned as an ICT used in their business, they shared
that they print at other businesses within or outside the township. They could not purchase a printer
for their business for various reasons, such as cost or theft of the device. Participant 5 said, “We
don’t need ICTs like a printer for now, we are okay. It will only cost us”. Participant 17 reiterated,
“Printers are very expensive and they steal them. We rather use the shop next door dedicated for a
printing business”.

In summary, mobile ICTs were highly used by all participants. The applications were also used
(Apps) primarily from mobile phones. Reference [67] posited that there has been exponential growth
in the use of mobile phones due to the ease of use. Although SMME owners/managers stated that
they used fixed lines, mobile phones were viewed as the most reliable. SMMEs were adopting mobile
phones because they provided them with the ability to move to broader locations [60]. Only one
participant indicated they were not sure if a mobile phone is regarded as ICT, even though it was being
used for business operations.

Human capital: The results show the lack of ICT knowledge and ICT skills. Township SMMEs
seem to have some awareness of ICT, however, the indication revealed that there was poor ICT
awareness. Participant 21 stated that “I am not using any ICT however I am using mobile phone
which is mainly for personal use, but I also use the mobile phone to communicate with my customers a
lot”. This meant participant 21 did not view a mobile phone as a type of ICT that can be used to run
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a business. SMME owners’/managers’ level of ICT education has a significant role in ICT adoption.
Sustainability livelihood recognises the importance of education as an asset, and that has a positive
impact on ICT education for township SMMEs. ICT education can encourage better ICT awareness,
provide guidance on the type of ICT to adopt and not to adopt. However, it is also worth noting that
other factors may hinder the ICT adoption process, even if township SMME owners/managers acquire
ICT skills. An example is the case of ICT infrastructure not being adequate. If the ICT infrastructure is
not addressed, township SMMEs may still face challenges with regard to ICT adoption.

Proposition 1: ICT skills should be acquired and tailor-made specifically for township SMMEs,
to enable them to better their educational information and improve their livelihood. This study
proposes that ICT skills must be prioritised to educate and upskill township SMMEs on the adoption
of ICT for their businesses.

Social capital refers to social resources that township SMMEs owners/managers can receive
support from in order to achieve their livelihood. The support that is required may be from various
agencies geared towards ICT adoption in order to sustain and grow SMMEs. Although there is no
unanimity among the different meanings of social capital, it can be any social group or stakeholder that
collaborates towards a common goal or interest. Social capital for township SMMEs can be derived
from both internal and external actors, that is, employees, customers, and other agencies, such as
suppliers directly or indirectly linked with township SMMEs. This is delicate because it has the power
to contribute directly to the growth of the business and increase employability. SMME owners may find
it challenging if they are not responding to competitive pressure; in particular, their competitors who
are adopting ICTs may gain better competitive advantage and also have access to compete globally
and have a better market entrance. Participant 3 mentioned, “I will adopt because competition from
others is rising and they are ahead of us because they use ICTs”. They also shared that an ICT skill is
an important factor towards successful adoption. Participant 11 said, “if it will grow my business and
specifically improve business services, yes I can adopt”.

Proposition 2: The social resources can be gained through the support from government and
various stakeholders. The government must create opportunities such as bridging the digital divide
in townships. ICT support is necessary to encourage ICT adoption. The adoption of ICT will create
opportunities to utilise ICTs. ICT skills can enhance business operations. This will then encourage the
township SMMEs together with external stakeholders, such as suppliers and customers, to use ICT for
a common goal that will add to the productivity or growth of the business.

Natural capital is the environment or the land which the SMMEs use to generate livelihood means.
This must be viewed as a dynamic process because it is not constant and may continue to change
depending on circumstances. There have been various interventions and efforts made by the South
African government in this regard. Township SMMEs have alluded that one of the factors that inhibits
them from ICT adoption is the poor ICT infrastructure in townships. Participant 1 said, “sometimes I
access the internet here in Soweto, but many times at Cresta where we have another office”. Participant
3 added, “here is a bit hectic, for google I access it at Maponya Mall, else mostly I buy data. I never
use Wi-Fi; it is so bad I stopped the contract I had”. It is necessary to address such factors before
establishing other interventions.

Proposition 3: SMMEs operating in townships require land that is appropriate for business
operations. They operate in areas that are not visible to consumers and suppliers. The business
premises must be structured appropriately. Land that does not allow access to fibre for better
connectivity will be a barrier towards ICT adoption. Land infrastructure must be attended to by the
government; this will also encourage sustainability and growth of the business.

Physical capital describes the basic infrastructure, such as ICT infrastructure, that is required to
encourage ICT adoption. Township SMMEs are owned by individuals and managed by them, unlike
larger enterprises, where their ICT divisions may be outsourced or found to be within the businesses,
such as an ICT department dedicated to supporting a business. The reality is that township SMMEs
do not have the luxury to have a dedicated ICT support department, therefore, the support required
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must be formulated to accommodate their individual needs. Although participants were from various
locations/zones in townships, they all possessed some kind of ICT, either hardware or software, which
they used to operate their businesses. This does not mean the ICTs they owned were the correct ones
to be used to grow and sustain their business. Some were not even fully utilised. Some SMMEs were
not familiar with ICTs available on their mobile devices, and issues of trust also revealed that SMME
owners were not adopting certain ICTs because they did not have the knowledge on how to use ICTs
such as mobile banking. Participant 3 said, “I don’t even know what are the good ICTs for my kind of
business, I just use what I know of like Music download, google or sometimes excel”. Participant 6 also
mentioned, “Well I don’t know of any other that can be suitable for my business, no idea, honestly”.

Proposition 4: Similar to the natural capital, township SMMEs require ICT infrastructure that
will enable them to access ICT. Connectivity in townships is a challenge when considering access to
ICTs such as the internet. Government and stakeholders must address the issue of connectivity to add
confidence and better service to SMMEs, suppliers, and customers. The physical capital, such as the
type of ICT used, which mostly depends on the level of ICT access, needs attention. There should
be an intervention with regard to ICT, such as software that can be used by township SMMEs. An
example of such software can be cloud computing, which was not mentioned by many SMMEs.

Financial capital: The financial capital of township SMMEs is one asset that requires attention.
Township SMMEs need financial support that can be used towards ICT adoption, such as ICT skills
or training, in order to achieve their required livelihood. It was evident from all participants that
there was no financial planning geared towards ICT adoption or support. Cost was one of the factors
indicated as a reason for non-adoption. Of the participants, 20 said that “the cost of ICTs is a crucial
factor influencing whether they would adopt ICTs”. Participant 17 stated that “It’s cost—financially it
is very costly and it limits you”. Participant 9 mentioned, “It is a cost, ICTs are not that cheap, cost is
one of the main issues when it comes to success of our business, we cannot spend on ICTs that will
not work”. Given that borrowing is one of the most frequently used tools for acquiring assets, there
is significant scope to discuss the importance of loans as a financial asset, its real impact on income
generation, or its usefulness for people in the worst conditions.

Proposition 5: For township SMMEs to adopt ICTs, there should be ICT financial support. The
financial support should directly go into investing in ICT education. Township SMMEs require ICT
skills and this can be attained by investing in ICT education/training. Financial support is recommended
to assist township SMMEs in making better decisions on ICT adoption. Acquiring ICT skills through
training will benefit township SMMEs and improve decision-making that has financial implications for
the businesses. The use of ICTs can increase their income, which can, in turn, encourage growth and
create employment. The adoption of ICTs will improve efficiency and alleviate the time that SMME
owners/managers use to travel from one location to the next, even outside the township in search of
better connectivity. This may redirect the expenditure to better their financial status. ICT financial
support is critical and must be addressed.

Socio-economic capital: South Africa, like many other developing countries, has its own share of
socio-economic challenges. The challenges faced by township SMMEs are earned from the history of
the country; to overcome the socio-economic challenges faced by township SMMEs a concerted effort is
required from all parties involved. For South Africa to address some of its socio-economic challenges,
such as the high unemployment rate, there is a desperate need to pay attention to SMMEs. However,
the SMMEs themselves need to address their own socio-economic capital. Participants shared that
they opted not to use a printer because they had experienced crime in the area in the past. Participant
19 mentioned that “I am not using a printer anymore; they stole it twice so I rather go to the printing
shop next door”. It seems even if they can afford ICTs such as printers, laptops, or desktops, the level
of crime determines if they will adopt or not adopt them full time for their business.

Proposition 6: The socio-economic capital, such as crime rates, poverty, and unemployment,
affect township SMMEs. Findings revealed that SMMEs have indicated that one of the factors for
non-adoption was the issue of crime. For example, SMMEs mentioned they did not adopt ICTs because
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the crime rate is high in townships. This study suggests that the livelihood of township SMMEs
can improve if socio-economic challenges in townships are addressed. This socio-economic capital
in townships needs to be addressed to encourage best business practices for township SMMEs and
emphasise growth and sustainability. The government must increase the pace of township economic
support by best positioning the support towards ICT adoption by SMMEs.

3.1. Vulnerability Context

As previously alluded, the sustainability approach uses a “people-centred approach”; what should
be the focus is what happens to the township SMME group and how they relate with other actors,
including what livelihood strategies to use. The empirical data analysis revealed the type of SMME
owners from their demographic data (SMME owner characteristics).

Vulnerability is characterised as insecurity in the well-being of individuals, households, and
communities in the face of changes in the external environment in which they live. People move in and
out of poverty, and the concept of vulnerability captures the processes of change better than poverty
line measurements. Vulnerability has two facets: an external side of shocks, such as economic inflation,
seasonality—especially because township SMMEs are dynamic and may be affected by technological
trends—the way ICTs are used for business operations, and critical trends; and an internal side of
defenselessness caused by lack of ability and means to cope with these. The vulnerability context
includes poor ICT access in the context of township SMMEs; they may move from one location/zone to
another because of poor access to Wi-Fi. Others may not adopt ICTs because of fear of theft or crime.
These factors must be analysed and understood, because they have the potential to affect the township
SMMEs and may hinder successful ICT adoption, thus affecting the sustainability of their livelihood.

3.2. ICT Support Interventions

In order for township SMMEs to achieve desirable outcomes, it is important to identify the kind
of support required. The literature has shown that township SMMEs are not a one-size-fits-all; they
are unique and require interventions that will be of benefit to them. The results revealed that there
were various factors that encouraged the adoption and the non-adoption of ICTs. The perception
or attitude towards ICT adoption revealed that township SMME owners/managers are vulnerable
when it comes to ICT adoption. The type of support required stems from ICT skills, ICT awareness,
ICT infrastructure, and ICT cost. All of these are hindrances towards growth and sustainability, thus
affecting the livelihood of township SMMEs negatively and not allowing growth and development.

The consequences of an ICT-support programme embedded in an intervention to support township
SMMEs also noted that this strategy had limited success. In the first place, consistent with the findings
of [10], a number of SMMEs were not even aware of available ICT support or interventions. The lack of
awareness partly resulted from a mismatch in the nature of communication between stakeholders on
the one hand and SMMEs on the other hand. The problem of a lack of awareness of support services
by SMMEs is persistent in information systems literature, as highlighted in a number of studies [68,69].
It is necessary to revisit all ICT support structures and interventions in order to ensure they are visible
and fully utilised to address the livelihood of township SMMEs with regard to ICT adoption.

4. Conclusions

The SLF is necessary to unveil the livelihood analysis of township SMMEs. The livelihood of
township SMMEs can only be improved when there is an in-depth analysis of the challenges faced
by townships, due to the impact of the past that has largely affected the current status in townships.
This study revealed how township SMMEs can gain sustainable livelihood when considering all
livelihood assets, including vulnerability context. The type of support required stems from ICT skills,
ICT awareness, ICT infrastructure, and ICT cost. All of these are hindrances towards growth and
sustainability, thus affecting the livelihood of township SMMEs negatively and not allowing growth
and development.
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The results showed that township SMMEs are not a one-size-fits-all; they are unique and require
interventions that will be of benefit to them. From the empirical data analysis, results show that there
were various factors that encouraged the adoption and the non-adoption of ICTs. The perception or
attitude towards ICT adoption revealed that township SMME owners/managers are vulnerable when
it comes to ICT adoption.

The general findings were that there is a need to address ICT issues with SMMEs operating in the
townships. Their perception of this study was that of revived hope. They shared that it was their first
encounter engaging in ICT conversation, which ignited hope in them. Generally, township SMMEs
believe that ICTs can help them grow and sustain their businesses, and they also acknowledged the
fact that they need interventions and ICT support from government and all stakeholders.

4.1. Research Limitations

First, the data were only sourced in one province (Gauteng) out of nine provinces in South Africa.
This study was also limited to 21 SMME owners/managers, from whom data were sourced from seven
locations/zones in Soweto. It is important to note that Soweto is the larger township in South Africa,
with over 25 locations/zones. Secondly, the ICT adoption sustainability livelihood framework is limited
because it only focuses on the perceptions/opinions of SMME owners/managers. Further research is
required to gain the perception/opinion of the customers, suppliers, and government within the SMME
setting with regard to ICT adoption by township SMMEs.

4.2. Suggestions for Future Research

The township settings in all nine provinces of South Arica share similarities, therefore this research
can be used in other settings, such as city SMMEs and rural SMMEs, to validate the conceptual
framework. The key participants in this study were SMMEs operating in the townships with regard
to ICT adoption. Further research can include larger enterprises operating in the townships with
regard to their perception/opinion towards ICT adoption. The key role players were township SMME
owners/managers. Further research can include suppliers, customers. and stakeholder’s views on ICT
adoption in the townships.

The study made propositions to guide township SMMEs owners/managers and policymakers on
factors to consider when encouraging ICT adoption. Further research can investigate the guidelines’
effectiveness towards sustaining the livelihood of township SMMEs.
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