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Abstract

This article examines how platform-mediated crisis policy shaped inclusion and exclusion
outcomes for small, medium, and micro enterprises (SMMEs) in the Western Cape during
COVID-19. Integrating a market-failure perspective with entrepreneurial ecosystem theory,
we present a theory-driven secondary analysis of 16 qualitative interviews and policy
documents. We map five crisis-amplified failures—finance, markets, digital, institutions,
and human capital—onto Isenberg’s six ecosystem domains and analyze how provincial
interventions, particularly digital marketplaces, voucher schemes, and online coordination
tools, functioned as governance mechanisms regulating access, visibility, and participation.
The findings show that platform-mediated interventions accelerated coordination and
digital market access but disproportionately benefited already connected firms, leaving
institutional and inclusion gaps largely unresolved. We conceptualize sub-national crisis
response as a form of platform governance and discuss implications for designing more
inclusive digital policy infrastructures in middle-income contexts.

Keywords: COVID-19; platform governance; digital marketplaces; platform-mediated
policy; SME inclusion; entrepreneurial ecosystems; sub-national governance

1. Introduction
Small, medium, and micro enterprises (SMMEs) operate in environments with pre-

existing weaknesses that were exposed and worsened by the realities of the COVID-19
pandemic and frequent economic lockdowns, especially in developing and middle-income
economies [1]. Volatile economic conditions were experienced worldwide, with the pan-
demic impacting both developed and developing countries to the same extent [2,3]. Due to
insufficient digital capabilities and inconsistent state support, SMMEs experienced acute
cash-flow constraints, limited access to finance, a collapse in demand, and disrupted supply
chains across all countries [4]. Many businesses in South Africa survived only for a few
months without targeted relief due to these constraints, in addition to an already precar-
ious labor market and long-standing structural injustices [5–7]. Nine out of ten firms in
South Africa reported lower turnover, and about half of all businesses reported a halt in
commercial activity during the lockdown periods [8].

The Western Cape is an intriguing case in this national context. Despite significant
economic disruption, the province’s gross domestic product (GDP) per capita performance
in 2020–2022 was stronger than that of the rest of South Africa; Cape Town’s GDP per capita
was reported at R106,364, compared to R83,163 for the rest of South Africa [9]. Resilience,
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networking, and various microeconomic interventions by the Western Cape Government
(WCG), including efforts to create an entrepreneurial ecosystem, were identified as critical
elements in a survival framework developed through a qualitative study of 16 successful
SMMEs [10]. However, instead of assessing the extent to which government actions
addressed underlying market and institutional failures, this earlier analysis focused on
firm-level survival variables and on whether Isenberg’s six ecosystem elements were
present in principle [3].

Firm-level evaluations of adaptation and resilience or descriptive reports of policy
packages predominate in the broader COVID-19 SMME literature [1,4]. Despite exten-
sive COVID-19 research, little is known about how the pandemic affected SMME perfor-
mance [11]. Far less research specifically assesses how sub-national governments operate
within multi-level governance systems and whether crisis interventions relax particular
constraints—such as liquidity, information, or digital gaps—within an entrepreneurial
ecosystem framework [12–15]. There is a conceptual and empirical gap at the intersec-
tion of market-failure analysis, ecosystem thinking, and crisis policy, stemming from the
disparity in GDP per capita relative to the rest of the nation and the lack of research on
institutional interventions in this region.

Recent research suggests that crisis-era support increasingly operates through digital
platforms that mediate access to markets, subsidies, vouchers, and information [16,17].
Such platforms do not merely transmit support; they embed governance rules—onboarding
criteria, eligibility filters, verification systems, and algorithmic visibility—that structure
how firms access and participate in support mechanisms and under what conditions.
During crises, these governance choices may accelerate coordination but also reinforce
inequalities between digitally capable and peripheral firms [18–20].

This article addresses that gap by asking: When analyzed using Isenberg’s en-
trepreneurial ecosystem paradigm, to what extent did the Western Cape Government’s
platform-mediated COVID-19 interventions alleviate binding market and institutional
failures, and how did their governance design shape inclusion and exclusion within the
entrepreneurial ecosystem?

We conduct a theory-driven secondary analysis of existing interview data and policy
documents, reinterpreting them using a two-dimensional framework, building on the initial
qualitative study of 16 Western Cape SMMEs [10]. We achieve this by distilling Isenberg’s
six ecosystem domains and five families of failures (finance, markets/supply chains, digital,
institutions/policy, and human capital) from recent SMME and COVID literature [4].

Despite a growing body of research on entrepreneurial ecosystems and crisis responses,
the literature often treats market failures, ecosystem dynamics, and digital or platform-
based interventions separately. This study addresses this gap by focusing on the intersection
of platform-mediated policy instruments, entrepreneurial ecosystem theory, and market-
failure analysis in crisis contexts. Specifically, we examine how these dimensions interact
within a structured analytical framework applied to a subnational case, providing a more
integrated understanding of SMME resilience under conditions of systemic disruption. This
integrated perspective enables us to move beyond descriptive accounts of policy responses
and instead evaluate how platform-mediated instruments reshape access, coordination,
and inclusion within regional entrepreneurial ecosystems.

There are three contributions. Building on Isenberg’s [21,22] six-domain model and
more recent systems-oriented work [15,23,24], we first incorporate market-failure analysis
into entrepreneurial ecosystem theory under systemic crisis conditions. Second, we assess
the Western Cape’s crisis response at the ecosystem level, highlighting both its strengths
and ongoing shortcomings in addressing resource limitations [4]. Third, we place the
Western Cape situation within an international comparative framework for ecosystem-
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oriented crisis management, drawing conclusions that apply not only to the Western Cape
but also to the rest of South Africa and other middle-income nations [12].

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 develops the theoretical
and conceptual framework by integrating Isenberg’s six-domain model, entrepreneurial
ecosystem theory, and a market-failure perspective. Section 3 describes the COVID-19
policy context in South Africa and the Western Cape. Section 4 explains the data and the
theory-driven secondary analysis. Section 5 presents the results according to a failure-
ecosystem matrix. Section 6 compares the Western Cape experience with that of other
parts of the world. Section 7 addresses policy implications for South Africa and other
middle-income economies, while Section 8 outlines limitations and directions for further
research. Section 9 concludes.

2. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
2.1. Market and Institutional Failures in SMME Crises

Long-standing flaws in the markets for finance, goods, technology, and skills are
worsened by systemic shocks such as COVID-19, particularly for smaller businesses [2,3].
Research from South Africa and other developing countries shows that SMMEs typically
face severe working-capital and liquidity challenges during crises, as revenues decline
sharply while fixed commitments remain [1,25,26]. Many small businesses, especially infor-
mal ones, cannot access bank financing or emergency credit facilities due to strict collateral
requirements, conservative risk assessments, and high interest rates. Consequently, they
are forced to rely on expensive informal financing or personal savings [4,13].

Demand collapse and supply chain disruptions exacerbate these financial constraints;
mobility limitations, input shortages, and logistics bottlenecks result in overstocking,
employment losses, and business closures [1]. Technological and digital gaps also interact
with crises. Many SMMEs lack the digital marketing expertise and skills required to
transition swiftly to online channels or use platforms for sales and coordination [4,27].
According to Farisani [5] and Mcunu and Ngibe [28], relief programs are often characterized
by complicated application procedures, delayed payouts, and poor communication, which
exclude the very companies most in need. Finally, the ability to adapt and reorganize
business models is hampered by a lack of trained workers, poor managerial skills, and
inadequate strategic planning [7].

In this article, we synthesize these insights into five broad categories of failures
exacerbated by crises: (1) constraints related to liquidity and finance; (2) failures related to
demand, supply chains, and market access; (3) gaps in technology and digital technology;
(4) failures related to institutions and policies; and (5) constraints related to human capital
and organizations [1,4]. In the following sections, this taxonomy serves as one axis of our
analytical matrix.

Crisis conditions amplify these underlying market failures by increasing uncer-
tainty, disrupting coordination, and tightening resource constraints. In this context, en-
trepreneurial ecosystem domains function not as passive background conditions but as
active channels through which these amplified failures are mediated and potentially al-
leviated. Each ecosystem domain (e.g., finance, markets, institutions, human capital)
corresponds to a distinct set of constraints that become binding during crises, while pol-
icy interventions—especially those delivered through digital platforms—translate into
outcomes through governance mechanisms embedded in these domains.

From this perspective, platform-mediated crisis policy operates by establishing partic-
ipation thresholds that determine which firms can access corrective mechanisms. Financial
support is contingent on administrative and institutional thresholds, such as documentation
and application processes, while digital market access depends on capability thresholds,
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including connectivity, digital literacy, and platform readiness. As a result, market fail-
ures are not only addressed but also reconfigured through ecosystem-specific governance
structures, leading to differentiated outcomes of inclusion, partial mitigation, or exclusion
across firms.

We reinterpret the five crisis-amplified failures not only as market imperfections but
also as governance challenges mediated by digital and institutional infrastructures. When
crisis interventions operate through platforms—such as online portals, voucher systems, or
digital marketplaces—the interaction between failure type and ecosystem domain becomes
a governance outcome. The resulting 5 × 6 matrix captures how platform design and
ecosystem activation together shape outcomes in inclusion, access, and resilience. Table 1
synthesizes the five crisis-amplified failure types and maps them onto key entrepreneurial
ecosystem domains, providing the conceptual baseline for our subsequent governance-
focused analysis.

Table 1. Stylized platform governance outcomes matrix.

Failure Type Finance Markets and
Supply Chains

Digital (Tools,
Data, Access) Institutions and Policy Human Capital

and Organization

Liquidity and
finance constraints

Binding: revenue
collapse, fixed costs,
restricted bank credit

Indirect: inability to
finance inputs and
fulfil orders

Indirect: limited capacity
to invest in
digital channels

Partly: design and
targeting of relief and
guarantee schemes

Indirect: stress,
retrenchments, reduced
managerial slack

Demand, supply chain
and market failures

Indirect: sunk costs,
stranded assets

Binding: demand
collapse, logistics
bottlenecks,
delivery delays

Growing need for online
sales, tracking and
coordination tools

Partly: lockdown rules,
trade restrictions,
procurement procedures

Indirect: pressure to
multitask and
reconfigure operations

Digital and
technological gaps

Indirect: inability to
access fintech or
e-commerce finance

Binding where markets
move online and
chains digitalize

Binding: poor
connectivity, low skills,
lack of
suitable platforms

Partly: weak public
digital infrastructure
and support

Binding: insufficient
digital skills and
change management

Institutional and
policy failures

Binding: slow, complex
access to relief,
policy uncertainty

Indirect: unclear
regulations,
inconsistent enforcement

Indirect: limited
e-government and
online
application channels

Binding: red tape,
opacity, weak
coordination
and monitoring

Indirect: time diverted
from
strategic adaptation

Human capital and
organizational constraints

Indirect: weak financial
management
and planning

Indirect: poor supply
chain and customer
relationship management

Indirect: limited
absorptive capacity for
new technologies

Partly:
under-investment in
training and
advisory services

Binding: skill gaps,
managerial overload,
weak
organizational resilience

Source: Compiled by the authors.

In line with standard public economics, we use a deliberately simple taxonomy of
failures in this article: credit and liquidity constraints linked to imperfect capital markets;
information and coordination failures in product and input markets; digital divides that
prevent firms from accessing data and platforms; human capital gaps; and weaknesses
in public institutions and implementation. Rather than addressing these failures sepa-
rately, we adopt an entrepreneurial ecosystem perspective: different failures correspond to
specific ecosystem domains, and measures implemented during a crisis can be viewed as
efforts to ease particular constraints within those domains. This provides a link between
the more systemic, meso-level focus of entrepreneurial ecosystem theory and normative
market-failure logic.

2.2. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems and the Isenberg Framework

Research on entrepreneurial ecosystems highlights that entrepreneurship emerges
from interdependent networks of actors, institutions, and resources rather than being
a solitary activity [24]. The concept of businesses embedded in a network of clients,
suppliers, partners, and competitors whose co-evolution determines survival was first
introduced by Moore [29], who explicitly stated that innovative enterprises cannot de-
velop in isolation. He also noted that when environmental conditions change too rapidly,
ecosystems may be damaged or collapse. This is comparable to the impact of COVID-19 on
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economies, with lockdowns radically altering the landscape for SMMEs. According to later
works [23,30], entrepreneurial ecosystems are systems of interconnected entrepreneurial
actors, organizations, and processes that collectively create a supportive environment for
growth-oriented entrepreneurship.

This literature was summarized by Isenberg [21,22] into six interconnected sectors that
together constitute an entrepreneurial ecosystem: policy, finance, culture, supports, human
capital, and markets. According to Brown and Mason [23], access to risk capital depends not
only on financial instruments but also on culture, human capital, and networked support.
These domains are complementary and reinforce each other. Governments can act as
ecosystem orchestrators by reallocating resources and altering policy equilibria to stimulate
private innovation, according to public-sector entrepreneurship perspectives [12]. Even
when key macro-fiscal levers are under national control, sub-national governments may
experiment with region-specific ecosystem policies in federated or multi-level governance
systems such as South Africa.

The original Western Cape study concluded that a “theoretical entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem” had been enabled by using Isenberg’s framework primarily as a checklist to assess
whether interventions and actors could be linked to each of the six domains [3,10]. How-
ever, the question of whether these components were successful in easing legally binding
restrictions and whether ecosystem functioning extended beyond official policy state-
ments remained unanswered. To determine whether these policies were implemented
and whether the six Isenberg aspects are currently being followed, a secondary, in-depth
investigation of policies and actions became necessary.

2.3. Public Support as Ecosystem Policy Under Crisis

An increasing body of research on public support for SMMEs during times of crisis
reveals a wide range of policy levers. Cash handouts, concessional loans, tax breaks, salary
subsidies, and payment moratoria are examples of short-term “first-aid” tools intended to
stop a rapid collapse and job losses [1,13]. Support for digitalization, training, incubators
and accelerators, public venture funds, and place-based interventions that strengthen local
networks and infrastructure are the main focus of medium- and long-term initiatives [4,12].
The WCG’s public support recovery interventions for SMMEs in the Western Cape included
financial assistance, e-commerce portals, and a favorable economic environment for small
businesses to thrive [3]. It also created a digital Cape Town online market for SMMEs
without websites [31].

In this context, digital platforms are understood not merely as tools but as gov-
ernance infrastructure that mediates how policy interventions translate into firm-level
outcomes [32,33]. Platform governance operates through specific mechanisms—such as
onboarding requirements, eligibility criteria, intermediation structures, and visibility rules—
that shape which firms can access markets, information, and support. Thus, platform-
mediated policy instruments not only reduce coordination and information frictions but
also actively structure inclusion and exclusion within entrepreneurial ecosystems. This
perspective positions platform governance as a critical layer linking public interventions
to observed outcomes across ecosystem domains. This conceptualization complements
the market-failure framework by explaining how access to corrective mechanisms is itself
governed and unevenly distributed.

According to comparative studies, ecosystem-oriented approaches generally outper-
form generic entrepreneurship promotion because they combine rapid financial relief with
targeted investments in digital capabilities and inclusive governance [4,28]. Based on this,
we develop two guiding propositions for our empirical investigation.
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P1: Short-term survival constraints for SMMEs should be significantly reduced by
crisis measures that directly address liquidity and labor retention, such as grants, tax breaks,
or salary subsidies [1].

P2: Where digital gaps create binding constraints, resilience should be enhanced by
digitalization-oriented support that improves enterprises’ technological competence and
access to online markets [4,27].

In both situations, targeting, accessibility, and connection with other areas of the
ecosystem are just as important to effectiveness as instrument design.

Our conceptual framework is summarized in Figure 1. Crisis shocks such as COVID-19
highlight and amplify institutional and market flaws that constrain SMMEs. Implemented
within multi-level governance structures, public crisis interventions aim to ease these
constraints using a range of tools (financing, regulation, digital infrastructure, skills). The
six domains of the entrepreneurial ecosystem [21,22] mediate their impacts by determining
which failures are addressed, for whom, and with what distributional consequences.

Figure 1. Conceptual framework linking crisis-induced failures, ecosystem domains and provincial
interventions. Source: Compiled by authors.

2.4. Platforms as Governance Infrastructure in Crisis Response

Digital platforms increasingly function as governance infrastructures rather than
neutral marketplaces [16,17]. Through design choices such as onboarding rules, eligibility
criteria, data access controls, and mechanisms for reputation or visibility, platform owners
act as quasi-regulators, shaping access, participation, and value distribution [34].

For clarity, we use platform governance terminology consistently and systematically.
We define onboarding as the process by which firms are admitted to platform-mediated
systems, including registration and verification requirements. Access refers to the ability to
use platform-mediated resources or participate in support mechanisms after admission.
Intermediation refers to the role of platforms or ecosystem actors in facilitating transactions,
information flows, and coordination between firms and markets. Visibility describes
how firms are represented, ranked, or made discoverable within platform environments.
Together, these elements constitute governance mechanisms that structure participation
and shape outcomes of inclusion and exclusion.

In crisis contexts, platform-mediated instruments—such as digital vouchers, e-
marketplaces, or municipal online portals—can reduce coordination costs and accelerate
transactions. However, research suggests that centralized, data-driven governance may
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privilege already capable firms and amplify exclusion for micro or informal enterprises
unless complemented by ecosystem intermediaries and tailored public support [20,35].

Conceptually, this extends Isenberg’s ecosystem model by adding a platform gover-
nance layer. Rather than viewing ecosystem domains as static contextual elements, we
interpret them as channels through which platform rules—eligibility, visibility, data access,
and coordination mechanisms—translate crisis policy into differentiated outcomes. The
matrix thus becomes a governance outcomes map rather than a descriptive inventory.

3. Policy and Institutional Context: Western Cape and South Africa
3.1. South African SMME Support Architecture During COVID-19

Fiscal, monetary, and regulatory measures, such as tax deferrals, credit guarantees,
sectoral relief funds, and wage support through the Temporary Employee/Employer Relief
Scheme (TERS), formed part of South Africa’s national response to the economic effects of
COVID-19 [1,28]. Despite these initiatives, empirical research indicates that many SMMEs
struggled to access relief schemes due to complex and demanding application processes,
limited awareness, and administrative delays, particularly with palliative funds intended
for small firms [1,36]. The 16 participants in the initial study concluded that “not enough
was done by the local government” to reduce stress for SMMEs during the pandemic [3].
Support was often insufficient, unevenly distributed, and poorly targeted, reinforcing
rather than resolving institutional failures in access and trust [4].

Micro, informal, and rural businesses, which often fell outside formal schemes or
lacked the documentation and banking links required to qualify, faced particularly se-
vere business challenges [5,13]. Therefore, although national policies acknowledged the
significance of SMMEs, implementation flaws left many businesses vulnerable to market
disruptions and liquidity shocks, as demonstrated by participants’ overall sentiment in the
2024 research [3].

3.2. Western Cape’s Ecosystem-Oriented Provincial Response

The Western Cape government adopted a more explicitly ecosystem-oriented strategy
in this national context. The province had supported high-tech and knowledge-intensive
entrepreneurship even before the pandemic by fostering a dense network of actors, includ-
ing Silicon Cape, CiTi, LaunchLab, Start-up Bootcamp, and Wesgro [10,37]. To promote
remote work and digital adoption during COVID-19, the Western Cape Recovery Plan and
related initiatives positioned SMME support within this ecosystem. They also branded the
province as “Africa’s tech capital” and collaborated with organizations such as Wesgro, the
Digital Economy Unit, and technology hubs [10,37,38].

The Western Cape C-19 Business Relief Fund, the Wine Workers Support Stipend,
and sectoral relief programs for arts, culture, and heritage were among the specific tools
that the WCG introduced concurrently [37]. To assist the local economy, the province
implemented policies to expedite environmental approvals, attract investment, and boost
township economies through voucher programs connecting neighborhood non-profits
and schools to spaza shops, which are informal vendors in nearby townships, in addition
to several health policies and programs [39–41]. However, qualitative data from SMME
owners indicate that gaps in access, scale, and continuity of support persisted, and many
still believed that the WCG “did not do enough” despite these interventions [1,10]. These
tensions drive our more detailed failure-focused study.
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4. Data and Methods
4.1. Original Qualitative Study and Survival Framework

A qualitative study investigating why certain SMMEs in the Western Cape survived
the COVID-19 epidemic while others did not provides the empirical basis for this article [10].
Using snowball sampling, sixteen business owners from various industries—including
food, hygiene services, the arts, the beauty industry, the fuel sector, training providers,
hospitality, financial services, and tourism—were selected, and in-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted [3,10]. Twelve key themes relating to survival characteristics,
including resilience, creativity, networking, digital adoption, and the perceived benefits of
government interventions, were identified [2,3] after data were manually coded using the
“research onion” approach [42].

The coding process followed four steps. First, interview transcripts were reviewed in
full to identify segments related to constraints, adaptation strategies, and policy interactions.
Second, relevant excerpts were coded according to the five failure categories. Third, these
coded segments were mapped onto the corresponding ecosystem domains to construct the
analytical matrix. Fourth, patterns were identified across cases by comparing the frequency
and consistency of coded themes. This structured procedure ensured that interpretation
remained grounded in the data and aligned with the theoretical framework.

To enhance analytical consistency, coding was conducted iteratively, with initial coding
decisions reviewed and refined through repeated comparison across transcripts. Discrepan-
cies in interpretation were resolved through discussion and re-evaluation of the underlying
evidence, ensuring that coding categories were applied consistently across cases. In addi-
tion, particular attention was given to segments on platform access, digital intermediation,
and market visibility, enabling an assessment of how platform-mediated instruments
influenced inclusion and exclusion outcomes.

Although formal inter-rater reliability metrics were not used, coding consistency was
ensured through independent coding, reconciliation, and iterative agreement-building.
Initial coding decisions were compared across transcripts, and discrepancies were resolved
through discussion and re-evaluation of the underlying evidence. This process enhanced
analytical consistency and was appropriate for a theory-driven qualitative design. This
approach aligns with established practices in qualitative research, where reliability is
achieved through transparency and iterative validation rather than statistical measures.

The analytical matrix was constructed directly from the coding procedure. Each
coded excerpt was assigned to one of the five failure categories and then mapped to the
corresponding ecosystem domain, resulting in a structured 5 × 6 matrix. Outcomes were
classified into three categories—acceleration, partial reduction, and exclusion—based on
the observed extent to which specific constraints were alleviated in each case.

Acceleration refers to situations in which interventions enhanced existing capabilities
or created new opportunities; partial reduction indicates limited or uneven alleviation of
constraints; and exclusion captures cases in which firms were unable to access and benefit
from platform-mediated mechanisms. These classifications were derived through cross-
case comparison, identifying consistent patterns across multiple interviews rather than
isolated observations. This approach ensures that the matrix reflects empirically grounded
patterns and remains anchored in the theoretical framework.

All six of Isenberg’s ecosystem domains were, at least in theory, present in the West-
ern Cape during the pandemic, according to the initial analysis, which also suggested a
survival strategy for SMMEs facing a crisis such as a pandemic, based in part on resilience
theory [10,21].
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4.2. Theory-Driven Secondary Analysis

In this study, we conduct a secondary, theory-driven re-analysis of the current dataset
and related policy papers. Specifically, we develop a two-dimensional coding framework:
(1) the six ecosystem domains identified by Isenberg (policy, finance, culture, supports,
human capital, and markets); and (2) the five families of crisis-amplified failures previously
identified [1,4]. The 12 themes from the original coding guide and excerpts from interviews
are mapped onto this matrix to illustrate where entrepreneurs’ experiences indicate that
certain failures were mitigated, altered, or overlooked by ecosystem actors and public
initiatives [3]. In this re-analysis, digital marketplaces and voucher schemes are treated as
platform-mediated policy instruments. We therefore examine not only whether interven-
tions existed, but also how their governance features—access rules, eligibility, information
transparency, and intermediary roles—conditioned participation outcomes, in line with
recent platform governance literature.

The 5 × 6 matrix is not used as a classificatory checklist but as an analytical tool to trace
how platform-mediated interventions altered participation thresholds. We examine which
combinations of failure types and ecosystem domains produced inclusive outcomes, partial
mitigation, or exclusion. In this sense, the matrix operationalizes platform governance
effects within a regional entrepreneurial ecosystem.

The secondary coding procedure employed an organized, iterative methodology.
Initially, each author assigned codes independently to sections on finance, markets, digital
tools, institutions, and human capital after rereading all interview transcripts and field
notes. Next, the five failure types listed in Table 1 were developed by reconciling these
codes. Then, we re-coded all relevant sections using a coding matrix that combined these
failure types with Isenberg’s six ecological domains. Coding disagreements were discussed
until consensus was reached. This procedure enhances the consistency and transparency of
the relationship between qualitative evidence and the proposed analytical framework, but
it does not claim statistical reliability.

We examine the Western Cape Recovery Plan, WCG circulars, publicly available
data on relief funding and programs, and relevant national policy papers to correlate
perspectives with formal policy design [8,39]. We investigate whether and how observed
interventions align with Isenberg’s domains and whether they plausibly address the short-
comings identified in the broader COVID-19 SMME literature. The aim is explanatory
mapping at the ecosystem level rather than causal estimation at the firm level. This analyti-
cal approach clarifies how the current article builds on the initial qualitative investigation
and examines whether institutional or public actions have affected the local economy.
Our re-analysis reorients the same empirical data around a new research question and a
different theoretical perspective, whereas the previous publication focused on developing
a survival framework and demonstrating the existence of Isenberg’s six domains in the
Western Cape context. In particular, we highlight institutional and market weaknesses
exacerbated by crises and consider the degree to which provincial initiatives have alleviated
these constraints at the ecosystem level. The article generates unique insights and avoids
simply repeating the original findings by reframing the data in a failure-domains matrix
and systematically incorporating comparative policy evidence.

Inductive analysis of the 16 interviews in the initial study produced a survival frame-
work that identified key themes, including relationship capital, financial buffers, and
adaptive leadership [10]. Rather than reproducing those results, we use the same qual-
itative data for a different analytical purpose in this article. Our contribution is to map
the perceived consequences of provincial interventions onto a two-dimensional matrix
of failure types and ecosystem domains after systematically recoding the data through
a market-failure and ecosystem lens. Thus, rather than simply restating earlier survival
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factors, our secondary study offers new insights into how specific policy tools interact with
binding constraints in the Western Cape entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Rather than estimating causal effects, qualitative design is typically used in economics
to detect and analyze binding constraints, such as market and institutional failures. The
analysis directly informs public economics and development policy discussions on the
appropriate scope and scale of crisis interventions in middle-income, fiscally constrained
settings by examining how entrepreneurs experienced credit rationing, information asym-
metries, coordination failures, and gaps in social protection.

5. Findings: Addressing Failures Through Ecosystem Elements
5.1. Policy, Institutions and Governance

The WCG’s approach presents both significant advantages and disadvantages from
an institutional perspective. The Western Cape Recovery Plan [39–41] demonstrated a clear
provincial commitment to supporting the entrepreneurial base by outlining a coherent
agenda to reduce red tape, increase investment and exports, improve infrastructure, upskill
the unemployed, and enhance energy and water resilience. Consistent with suggestions
that multi-actor coordination and place-sensitive governance strengthen resilience, the
province also engaged in partnerships with ecosystem groups [4,12]. It is therefore essential
to distinguish between provincial initiatives, where the WCG had greater discretion but
significantly less fiscal capacity, and national interventions, such as TERS and tax deferrals.

However, evidence from both national and provincial sources indicates that many
SMMEs encountered difficult application procedures, unclear scoring systems, slow com-
munication, and inconsistent information about available schemes [5,28]. Despite high-
profile pronouncements, several interviewees in the initial survey stated they could not
obtain assistance or that the administrative burden was too great [10]. Only essential
businesses were permitted to remain open during certain lockdown levels in South Africa,
in line with national regulations and policies. Serious governance issues consequently
restricted access to support mechanisms and market participation, particularly for SMMEs
operating in the services sector [3]. According to theme 2 of the original survey, restrictive
laws presented significant obstacles for entrepreneurs. By demonstrating commitment
and streamlining certain processes, WCG initiatives substantially addressed institutional
failures as defined by our failure taxonomy; however, significant access and information
gaps remained.

Viewed through the platform governance lens, institutional failures persisted not
only because of insufficient policy intent but also because access rules and administrative
procedures served as de facto gatekeeping mechanisms. Governance opacity, slow com-
munication, and fragmented coordination effectively raised participation thresholds for
smaller and informal firms.

5.2. Finance and Liquidity

The provincial C-19 Business Relief Fund, tax and rate payment holidays, investment
flow facilitation, and connections to national programs such as TERS were among the
financial measures [3,39]. Unfortunately, there were lengthy wait times before employees
who were prohibited from working in South Africa due to policies and regulations during
some prolonged lockdown periods received TERS payouts, which further stressed them [3].
Research from around the world indicates that grants, tax breaks, and concessional loans
can significantly lower exit risk provided they are substantial and properly targeted [1,13].
However, quantitative research in South Africa shows that relief efforts frequently failed to
provide access to the most restricted businesses, particularly micro and informal sectors,
and only slightly reduced exit risk [4,36].
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Only a small percentage of SMMEs in the Western Cape interviewed stated that
provincial grants and payment relief provided the breathing space they needed to pay fixed
costs and retain key employees, consistent with P1 [10]. Others relied on private savings,
supplier forbearance, or renegotiated terms rather than receiving direct financial support,
suggesting that a significant proportion of businesses remained subject to liquidity and
credit constraints [1]. As a result, we consider the finance component to be only partially
addressed: while some instruments were available and helpful, their scale and inclusivity
were insufficient to fully resolve liquidity issues.

Similar patterns were observed across multiple cases, with firms consistently em-
phasizing the absence of formal financial support and reliance on internally generated
resources. As one respondent explained, “everything was from my own savings. . . no bank loan
or government support”, while another noted, “I used my own capital. . . no financial institution
involved”. Other participants echoed this sentiment, describing their businesses as entirely
self-funded and developed without external financing.

Liquidity support operated through layered governance channels: national wage
schemes, provincial funds, and application portals. By simplifying onboarding and verifi-
cation processes, platform-mediated finance temporarily reduced exit risk. Where access
required documentation, digital literacy, or administrative persistence, exclusion persisted.
Finance failures thus became access-governance failures.

Overall, the data partially support P1: while some SMMEs’ acute liquidity constraints
were clearly alleviated by provincial and national measures, many firms continued to face
binding financial constraints during and after the lockdown period due to access gaps,
administrative delays, and limited scale.

5.3. Markets, Supply Chains and Digital Access

The WCG’s digital marketplaces and promotional campaigns served as platform-
mediated governance tools. Instead of simply enabling online transactions, these initiatives
embedded access rules and visibility structures that determined which SMMEs could
access and participate in platform-mediated markets. During strict lockdowns, online
portals reduced coordination costs and partially replaced physical market access. However,
participation required a minimum level of digital capability, connectivity, and awareness,
effectively filtering onboarding and privileging already networked firms.

Platform-mediated interventions operated through specific governance mechanisms
that shaped firm participation. In particular, access depended on onboarding requirements,
digital readiness, and the ability to engage with intermediary structures such as local orga-
nizations or platform operators. Instruments such as the Cape Town online marketplace
and voucher-based initiatives not only provided access to markets but also structured how
firms were discovered, verified, and connected to customers.

For some firms, digital and platform-mediated channels served as critical survival
mechanisms. One participant explained, “we could still deliver on our online orders. . . that
kept us afloat”, illustrating how digital access reduced market disruption during lock-
down conditions. Similar dynamics were observed in platform-mediated service models,
where digital channels enabled continued market access and operational flexibility. As
one respondent noted, “I can travel myself and still do my bookings from my phone wherever
there is cell phone reception”, highlighting how platform integration supported continuity
even under mobility restrictions.

However, access to such channels was uneven. Informal and micro-scale enterprises
often operated entirely outside digital platforms. As one respondent described, “No
paperwork, it is my own little private sideline business. Where my neighbour sell the food on the
days that I work as the cashier”, pointing to structural barriers to formal platform participation

https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008

https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008


Platforms 2026, 4, 8 12 of 22

and highlighting exclusion dynamics within the ecosystem. In contrast, some firms adapted
through non-digital, locally embedded strategies, relying on physical presence and direct
customer interaction rather than platform-mediated demand, which limited their ability to
scale and to buffer demand shocks during the crisis.

Interview evidence suggests that these governance mechanisms produced uneven
outcomes. Firms with existing digital capabilities or network connections used platform-
based channels more effectively, while smaller or informal firms faced barriers to entry and
participation. Although digital exclusion was often implicit rather than explicitly stated in
interviews, it was consistently inferred from descriptions of informal business practices
and the lack of formal registration or onboarding into platform systems. This indicates
that platform-mediated policy instruments function not only as coordination tools but also
as mechanisms that shape inclusion and exclusion within the entrepreneurial ecosystem.
This underscores the importance of platform design and governance in determining the
effectiveness and reach of crisis interventions.

The unequal outcomes associated with platform-mediated interventions stem from
underlying governance mechanisms rather than technology adoption alone. Specifically,
platform-based instruments impose participation thresholds that combine administrative,
digital, and organizational requirements. Firms with existing capabilities—such as formal
registration, digital literacy, and established networks—can meet these thresholds and
translate platform access into improved coordination and market continuity. In contrast,
firms lacking these preconditions face compounded barriers: they are excluded not only
from platform access but also from the complementary support mechanisms embedded
within ecosystem structures. This creates a self-reinforcing dynamic in which initial capabil-
ity differences are amplified through platform governance, leading to stratified outcomes
even when policy instruments are formally inclusive.

According to recent research [4,27], rapid digitalization was essential for resilience
internationally, but many SMEs struggled with insufficient digital skills, inadequate in-
frastructure, and limited ability to use platforms, especially in disadvantaged areas. In
line with the province’s “tech capital” branding, digital initiatives in the Western Cape
appear to have disproportionately benefited already connected, tech-enabled businesses,
while more vulnerable businesses continued to face logistical bottlenecks and demand
collapse [10,40,41]. As a result, even if the ecosystem’s digital components and markets
were active, their inclusivity and reach remained uneven. While some participants in the
direct client services sector were unable to use access or effectively use platform-mediated
channels to provide personal beauty or haircare services, others, such as financial busi-
nesses or training providers, found it easy to transition to working from home [3]. Most
SMMEs in the Western Cape could not benefit from the WCG’s provision of free Wi-Fi and
connectivity in the inner city center of Cape Town only [39].

More digitally integrated firms relied on platform-based coordination tools, with
one respondent noting, “I can manage my bookings from my phone wherever I am”, demonstrat-
ing that platform use enabled operational continuity.

Evidence from global labor and development platforms suggests that reputation
systems and visibility algorithms may partially mitigate geographic disadvantages but
rarely eliminate structural asymmetries [35]. Similarly, in the Western Cape case, digital
initiatives reduced transaction frictions for some firms while leaving digitally marginal
enterprises at the periphery of platform-mediated markets.

The observed distributional pattern suggests that digital ecosystem activation does not
automatically produce inclusion. Instead, governance design—such as visibility rules, com-
munication channels, and intermediary mediation—determined whether market failures
were alleviated or stratified.
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P2 is supported conditionally. Digital support enhanced resilience when firms could
meet platform participation thresholds. However, platform governance design, rather than
technology alone, determined distributional outcomes. Without targeted onboarding assis-
tance and intermediary mediation, digital marketplaces risked reproducing pre-existing
ecosystem stratification.

The evaluation of Proposition 1 and Proposition 2 is supported by direct interview
evidence, providing insight into how firms experienced crisis conditions and policy in-
terventions in practice. For example, several respondents highlighted the lack of external
financial support and reliance on internal resources, with one noting “From my own savings.
No bank loan or government grant or any financial institution involved at all”, while another
similarly emphasized that the business was “self-funded. No loans or debts or banks involved”.

At the same time, firms adapted operationally during crisis conditions, often using
alternative or hybrid mechanisms rather than relying solely on external support. In some
cases, this involved shifts in business models or channels, as reflected in statements such as

“I did do deliveries and take outs—so yes, we survive by adapting to the circumstances”. However,
access to these mechanisms remained uneven, particularly for smaller or less formalized
businesses. As one respondent described, “Started out of nothing”, while another emphasized
highly localized and resource-constrained operations, noting, “I am basically running the
business like the owner would. . . I am doing all the day-to-day decisions”, indicating structural
limits to accessing broader ecosystem support mechanisms.

Importantly, the evidence shows that support outcomes were often partial rather
than uniform, reflecting differences in sectoral exposure, firm capabilities, and access to
platform-mediated mechanisms. This reinforces the interpretation that ecosystem support
mechanisms do not operate evenly across firms, but are mediated by underlying structural
and institutional conditions.

Taken together, the evidence suggests that platform-mediated interventions operated
through a common mechanism: the establishment of participation thresholds. Access
to liquidity support depended on administrative and institutional thresholds, such as
documentation and application processes, while access to digital markets depended on
capability thresholds, including digital literacy, connectivity, and platform readiness.

As a result, P1 and P2 are not independent mechanisms but are structurally linked.
When firms met these thresholds, support mechanisms led to effective alleviation of con-
straints. When thresholds were not met, both financial and digital interventions led to
partial or excluded outcomes. This highlights that the effectiveness of crisis policy is de-
termined less by the availability of instruments than by the governance structures that
regulate access to them.

5.4. Human Capital, Culture and Networks

In the Western Cape ecosystem, human capital and culture have emerged as significant
yet conflicting components. The province has relatively robust formal skills pipelines due
to numerous colleges and training facilities, and national wage-support programs helped
maintain some employment linkages during lockdowns [3]. However, participants in
the original study emphasized that their survival depended mainly on ad hoc problem-
solving, peer-to-peer support, and informal learning, rather than on structured support
programs [10].

Dense local networks and a “resilience culture” were frequently cited as essential
survival resources, with business owners sharing contacts, exchanging information, and, in
some cases, collaborating to negotiate with suppliers and landlords [1,36]. This aligns with
broader data from Africa, indicating that shortages in official state assistance are partially
offset by networking and self-constructed support [4]. Therefore, we interpret human
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capital shortcomings in our matrix as being partially mitigated by ecosystem culture and
social capital, but only weakly addressed by formal regulation.

From a governance perspective, informal peer networks acted as compensatory in-
termediaries, partially reducing onboarding barriers. However, reliance on informal cul-
ture rather than formal platform support indicates a weak institutional embedding of
inclusive governance.

5.5. Synthesis: A Failure-Ecosystem Matrix

Rather than viewing the matrix as a descriptive summary, we interpret it as a platform
governance outcomes map. Each cell represents the interaction between a binding crisis fail-
ure and the ecosystem channel through which policy was delivered. The analysis identifies
three recurring governance patterns: (1) acceleration without deep inclusion, (2) partial mit-
igation conditional on capability, and (3) persistent exclusion where participation thresholds
remained high.

Institutional and access failures remained weakly addressed because governance
rules—documentation requirements, application complexity, and fragmented communication—
acted as exclusion filters. Digital and market failures were unevenly addressed because
platform activation primarily benefited firms already embedded in ecosystem networks.
Liquidity failures were partially mitigated, but this mitigation depended on administra-
tive navigation capacity. Human-capital failures were informally mediated rather than
structurally redesigned.

We synthesize our evaluation of Western Cape interventions into a summary matrix to
compile the empirical insights. Table 2 lists the main gaps that persist, the primary Isenberg
ecosystem domains that were activated, and the extent to which WCG methods addressed
the constraint for each of the five crisis-amplified failure types. The table provides an
organized, comparative overview of strengths and weaknesses across failures and domains,
rather than a final rating. This conceptualization informs the policy implications that follow
and forms the basis for the comparative analysis in Section 6.

Table 2. Platform governance outcomes of Western Cape crisis interventions.

Crisis-Amplified Failure Platform Governance
Mechanism Activated

Ecosystem
Domains Mobilized

Observed
Distributional Outcome

Governance
Pattern Identified

Liquidity and
finance constraints

Application portals; eligibility
screening; linkage to national
wage schemes (TERS);
provincial relief funds

Finance; Policy; Supports

Conditional inclusion: firms
able to navigate
documentation and digital
processes accessed relief;
micro and informal firms
frequently excluded

Access-mediated mitigation

Demand, supply chain and
market failures

Online marketplaces; digital
promotion campaigns;
voucher
circulation mechanisms

Markets; Supports; Policy

Stratified inclusion: digitally
capable and networked firms
improved market reach; offline
and rural firms
remained marginalized

Acceleration
with stratification

Digital and technological gaps
E-commerce portals; tech hubs;
training initiatives; free Wi-Fi
(limited geographic scope)

Digital; Human
capital; Supports

Capability-dependent
resilience: benefits
concentrated among firms
with pre-existing digital
literacy and connectivity

Capability-threshold
governance

Institutional and
policy failures

Administrative procedures;
scoring criteria;
intergovernmental
coordination channels

Policy; Institutions; Culture

Persistent exclusion: opaque
criteria, slow communication,
and fragmented
national–provincial alignment
functioned as de
facto gatekeeping

Bureaucratic
gatekeeping regime

Human capital and
organizational constraints

Informal peer networks;
ecosystem intermediaries;
limited formal
training schemes

Human capital;
Culture; Supports

Informally mediated
adaptation: survival
supported through social
capital rather than structured
platform support

Compensatory
network governance

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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6. Comparative Discussion: Western Cape in Global Perspective
6.1. Comparing Ecosystem-Oriented Crisis Responses

The Western Cape’s response addressed some major shortcomings, but did so in-
consistently across domains, as shown in Section 5. We compare this pattern with more
comprehensive data on COVID-19 SME policies and entrepreneurial environments to place
it in a global context.

These international cases can be interpreted as distinct platform governance regimes.
China relied heavily on mobile payment and digital voucher infrastructures embedded in
dominant platforms, enabling rapid scale but concentrating coordination power [17,43].
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) economies combined
fiscal transfers with regulatory simplification, often mediated through digital one-stop
portals [44]. In middle-income contexts, platform-mediated tools are typically more experi-
mental and resource-constrained, increasing the importance of ecosystem intermediaries.

According to OECD global reviews, most governments responded to COVID-19
with a recognizable “SME policy package” that included wage subsidies, tax and social
contribution relief, liquidity support (grants, subsidized loans, guarantees), and temporary
regulatory easements such as insolvency moratoria and streamlined procedures [45]. These
reviews show a strong early emphasis on emergency liquidity across more than 60 countries,
followed by a gradual shift towards solvency support and recovery measures. More
transformative goals, such as digitalization, innovation, and the green transition, were
initially less prominent [44].

Four pillars of post-pandemic recovery have been identified in Europe thorough eval-
uations of SME policy responses: (1) emergency structural support (liquidity schemes,
guarantees, tax relief); (2) regulatory and governance reforms for SMEs (simplification,
digital one-stop shops); (3) investment in training and skills; and (4) targeted support for
innovation, digitalization, and the green transition, often associated with the NextGen-
erationEU instrument and cohesion policy [46,47]. In other words, the new standard in
developed economies combines at least some environmental and social upgrading with
medium-term capability growth and short-term protection. In the United States, the federal
CARES Act and the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) provided unprecedented liquidity
to small businesses, often described as the backbone of the US economy [48].

China exhibits a similar pattern, though with a greater reliance on regional, place-
based tools. Research on Chinese policy responses shows that in large-scale city campaigns,
central and local governments implemented tax exemptions, social security holidays, subsi-
dized credit, and rent relief alongside widespread use of digital coupons and consumption
vouchers distributed via mobile payment platforms [43,49]. Evidence from China and
other countries indicates that during COVID-19, digitalization policies and platform-based
stimulus tended to benefit businesses with prior access and platform readiness, while
smaller and less digitized businesses remained excluded from effective platform access,
thereby widening the existing “digital divide” [50–52].

Recent research highlights that local governments are increasingly taking on orches-
tration roles within city and regional ecosystems worldwide, channeling national funds,
forming coalitions, and focusing support on ecosystems or neighborhoods rather than
solely on sectors [53,54]. Research on social innovation ecosystems during COVID-19 iden-
tifies three recurring mechanisms: digital platforms, adaptive governance arrangements,
and community-based resilience practices such as mutual aid, informal networks, and
local experimentation [55,56]. These findings are consistent with research on crisis-focused
entrepreneurship, which shows how startups and SMEs leveraged networks, ecosystem
resources, and bricolage to address state capacity gaps [57,58].
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In this context, the Western Cape presents a hybrid model. Its response, which
includes provincial relief funds, links to national soft-loan programs and wage support, and
some regulatory easing, reflects the global pattern of liquidity-oriented but fiscally limited
support [1]. At the same time, the province has implemented more overtly ecosystem-style
tools in collaboration with the Western Cape Economic Development Partnership and
other intermediaries, including digital marketplaces and voucher programs for community
kitchens and spaza shops in low-income areas. These programs closely resemble global
digital coupon experiments, but they are substantially smaller in scale and prioritize local
social protection over macro-level stimulus.

Comparative evidence suggests three stylized platform governance regimes in crisis
contexts: (1) scale-intensive platform regimes (e.g., China), characterized by rapid voucher
deployment through dominant digital infrastructures; (2) fiscally expansive but admin-
istratively standardized regimes (OECD), combining digital portals with large transfers;
and (3) resource-constrained hybrid regimes (Western Cape), where experimental platform
tools coexist with limited fiscal capacity and fragmented access. This typology forms the ba-
sis for a more detailed evaluation of the province’s relative advantages and disadvantages
in Section 6.2.

In conclusion, the Western Cape appears to be an ecosystem that has adopted some
cutting-edge tools (digital vouchers, ecosystem partnerships) compared to OECD and
Chinese benchmark cases. However, it operates under more stringent fiscal, administrative,
and political constraints, with little capacity to implement significant wage subsidies
or transformative green investments at the provincial level [44,49]. Understanding the
achievements and structural constraints of its crisis-era ecosystem strategy depends on this
comparative perspective.

Across these cases, three analytical dimensions clarify similarities and differences in
crisis-response approaches. First, the scale of intervention distinguishes fiscally expansive
regimes (e.g., OECD countries), which combine large-scale financial support with standard-
ized digital access, from resource-constrained contexts such as the Western Cape, where
interventions are more targeted and limited in scope. Second, the mode of platform gover-
nance varies between centralized models (e.g., China), where dominant digital infrastruc-
tures enable rapid and coordinated deployment, and more fragmented or hybrid systems,
where multiple actors mediate access and participation. Third, inclusivity outcomes differ
systematically depending on how access conditions are structured: while all regimes rely on
digital intermediation, those with lower onboarding thresholds and stronger intermediary
support tend to achieve broader participation, whereas higher thresholds reinforce the
exclusion of smaller and informal firms. Taken together, this comparison highlights that
differences in scale, governance structure, and access design—not the presence of digital
tools alone—explain variation in crisis-response effectiveness across contexts.

6.2. Relative Strengths and Gaps of Western Cape

The Western Cape’s ecosystem response to COVID-19 can be described along five
dimensions—networking, digitalization, fiscal and labor protection, inclusiveness, and
green orientation—which are already implied in Sections 2 and 5 using the comparative
evidence presented above.

First, the province receives high marks for ecological coordination and networking.
An institutional framework for consultation, information sharing, and rapid experimenta-
tion was already in place when the crisis struck due to long-standing relationships with
organizations such as Silicon Cape, CiTi, Wesgro, and other university-affiliated incuba-
tors [3,37,38]. This aligns with data from city-regions in North America and Europe, where
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intermediary organizations and dense governance networks enabled more adaptable and
cooperative pandemic responses [53,55].

Second, the Western Cape aligns itself with cities such as Shenzhen and many EU
regions that have leveraged the crisis to drive the digital economy by placing a clear
strategic priority on digitalization. Global trends in the use of platforms and data to sustain
economic activity are reflected in initiatives such as online markets for small firms, digital
promotion efforts, and support for remote labor. However, as in China and several regions
of Europe, these policies tended to favor businesses that were already somewhat connected
and structured, leaving more traditional and informal SMMEs on the periphery of digital
transformation [44,49].

Third, the national government and fiscal framework in South Africa continue to im-
pose restrictions on the Western Cape regarding worker protection and finances. Provincial
authorities in South Africa have limited tax and spending powers, unlike high-income
OECD countries or the EU, which have implemented extensive wage subsidy programs
and comprehensive solvency assistance [44,46]. As a result, the province relied on the
national TERS mechanism, targeted stipends, and relatively small relief funds [1]. From an
ecosystem perspective, this indicates that although some liquidity failures were mitigated,
overall risk-sharing remained lower than in benchmark economies.

Fourth, the Western Cape demonstrates inconsistent but partial inclusivity. Programs
specifically targeting informal and microbusiness groups, which are frequently excluded
from conventional SMME support, included digital vouchers for spaza stores, the Spaza
Shop Support Fund, and food relief connections with township retailers. These are similar
to place-based “ecosystem democracy” initiatives in social innovation ecosystems, where
local government and community organizations collaborate to create interventions for
disadvantaged populations [54,55]. However, the limited scope and durability of these
programs, along with SMMEs’ ongoing complaints about administrative obstacles, suggest
that inclusion gains were genuine but fragile [1,4].

Lastly, the Western Cape’s support for SMMEs remains very limited in its green focus.
The Western Cape’s crisis measures were mainly framed around health, survival, employ-
ment, and basic service continuity, whereas EU recovery strategies explicitly integrate
SMMEs into broader climate and green transition agendas, and cities like Shenzhen link
digital policy to long-term low-carbon development [45,47,50]. Instead of being a key
component of SMME support, environmental upgrading is mostly regarded as an indirect
co-benefit of digitization and infrastructure initiatives.

When these factors are combined, the Western Cape can be described as an ecosystem
with high levels of networked digitalism but low levels of inclusive protection and greening.
It is more experimental and partnership-driven than many middle-income regions, but far
more resource-constrained and unevenly covered than global “frontrunners”. It occupies
a position midway between Chinese-style large-scale digital stimulus and OECD-style
fiscally substantial safety nets. The article’s primary contribution lies in this comparative
profile. The analysis goes beyond a single-case narrative, demonstrating which failures are
addressed, which ecosystem domains are engaged, and which trade-offs remain structurally
embedded in middle-income regional ecosystems by situating the Western Cape within a
global typology of crisis-era ecosystem policy [45,47,50,53].

In conclusion, the Western Cape can be described as an entrepreneurial ecosystem
that is networked, digitally focused, and financially constrained. Although it has made
significant progress towards platform-based support and mobilizes dense local networks
and intermediaries, it lacks the industrial policy capacity of some developing economies and
the large-scale fiscal resources of high-income governments. The article’s main contribution
is this profile, which demonstrates what a sub-national ecosystem can and cannot achieve
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in a systemic crisis while higher levels of government control most macroeconomic and
budgetary levers.

7. Policy Implications for South Africa and Other Middle-Income Economies
Effective crisis-era platform governance requires deliberate design of onboarding

thresholds, verification mechanisms, visibility algorithms, and intermediary partner-
ships. Without these adjustments, ecosystem mobilization alone cannot prevent stratified
participation outcomes.

Economically, the Western Cape scenario highlights that, under strict budgetary con-
straints, the crisis strategy for SMMEs focuses on minimizing welfare losses from market
and institutional failures. Some of these shortcomings can be addressed directly by provin-
cial authorities, for example, through targeted loan guarantees, information and broking
services, or digital infrastructure. However, they must invariably make trade-offs be-
tween the scope, depth, and duration of support. Understanding these trade-offs helps
explain why, despite ambitious policy goals, provincial interventions often remain uneven
and partial.

The analysis suggests three broad policy implications. First, platform-mediated crisis
policy must explicitly address onboarding barriers. Simplified eligibility rules, assisted
registration, and local intermediary support are essential to prevent informal or digitally
weak firms from being excluded from platform access.

Second, governance transparency—clear scoring criteria, communication, and dispute
resolution—reduces institutional failures embedded in platform design. Without such
transparency, digitalization risks amplifying distrust rather than alleviating access gaps.

Third, sub-national governments should treat digital marketplaces not as temporary
emergency tools but as long-term governance infrastructures, aligning platform rules with
ecosystem inclusion goals rather than focusing solely on efficiency and scale.

To make these recommendations operational in the Western Cape context, platform-
mediated policy design should include three concrete implementation steps. First, on-
boarding procedures should be simplified through assisted registration models, such as
mobile-based enrollment, in-person support points in township areas, and partnerships
with local intermediaries to help informal firms meet documentation requirements. Second,
access rules should be complemented by capability-building measures, including targeted
digital training, platform navigation support, and low-bandwidth or offline-compatible
interfaces to reduce entry barriers for digitally constrained firms. Third, transparency mech-
anisms should be institutionalized through clear eligibility criteria, real-time application
tracking, and feedback channels, ensuring that firms understand both how to access sup-
port and why applications succeed or fail. These measures would shift platform governance
from passive filtering mechanisms to actively inclusive infrastructure design.

These observations can be summarized in a straightforward model of ecosystem policy
as per Figure 1. Five groups of crisis-amplified failures—liquidity and finance, markets and
supply chains, digital gaps, institutional and policy deficiencies, and human-capital and
organizational constraints—are shown on the left. Public interventions then use a limited
range of policy options, including financial instruments, digitization initiatives, skills and
advisory support, fiscal relief measures, and governance reforms. The SMME survival and
resilience outcomes on the right-hand side of the model are ultimately shaped by these
instruments, which in turn activate various configurations of Isenberg’s six ecosystem
domains. It is clear where existing interventions are focused and where additional levers
are needed to address the remaining gaps when the Western Cape is positioned within this
failure–tools–domains–outcomes chain.
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8. Limitations and Avenues for Future Research
This study has several limitations. A key limitation is survivorship bias, as the

analysis is based on sixteen firms that remained operational during and after the COVID-19
period. This reflects the dataset’s origin in a broader doctoral research project focused on
business survival. As a result, the findings primarily capture the experiences of relatively
resilient firms and may underrepresent the severity of constraints faced by firms that exited
the market.

This has important implications for interpretation. In particular, conclusions about
access to support mechanisms, including platform-mediated instruments, should be un-
derstood as conditional on survival. Firms that lacked the capabilities, resources, or access
needed to adapt—potentially including those excluded from digital or platform-based
channels—are not represented in the sample. Consequently, the results may overestimate
the reach and effectiveness of certain interventions. Future research could address this limi-
tation by incorporating data on firm exit and failure to better capture the full distribution
of outcomes.

Another limitation is the study’s focus on a single province and a relatively small
sample of sixteen business owners, all of whom survived the immediate crisis. As a result,
our qualitative evidence reflects the perceptions of generally resilient and resourceful firms,
rather than those of enterprises that exited or remained entirely informal. Furthermore,
the interview data were originally collected for a different purpose and are reused in this
secondary analysis. Although we employed a controlled recoding process, there remains
a risk of confirmation bias in interpreting failures and ecological domains. Given these
constraints, our findings should be regarded as analytically rich but not statistically repre-
sentative insights into the interactions between entrepreneurial ecosystems and provincial
interventions during the crisis.

In addition, the findings are influenced by multilevel governance dynamics, in which
key fiscal and regulatory levers remain under national control, limiting the scope of provin-
cial interventions. Furthermore, the Western Cape’s relatively limited fiscal capacity limits
the scale and duration of support measures, potentially affecting the effectiveness and
generalizability of the observed ecosystem responses.

Future research could address these limitations by integrating panel or quasi-
experimental methods with ecosystem mapping, thereby providing more accurate estimates
of the effects of various instruments on investment, employment, and survival [24]. Cross-
country comparisons between middle-income regions or cross-provincial comparisons
within South Africa could further illuminate how institutional capability and policy mix
influence ecosystem resilience. The analysis could also be broadened to include regional
and global value chains in addition to local ecosystems by incorporating supply chain and
trade data.

9. Conclusions
This study shows that crisis policy increasingly operates through combined platform-

based and governance-based infrastructures. The Western Cape case demonstrates that the
key policy question is not only whether support exists, but also how access is structured.
The 5 × 6 matrix developed here reframes entrepreneurial ecosystem analysis as a gover-
nance outcomes framework, revealing how digital and institutional design choices mediate
resilience, stratification, and inclusion in middle-income regional contexts.

More broadly, the Western Cape case illustrates what an entrepreneurial ecosystem in
a middle-income region with limited financial resources can and cannot achieve during a
systemic crisis, especially in assisting the SMME sector. Although ecosystem groups and
provincial authorities were able to experiment with new digital tools and address some
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of the most severe failures, their efforts remained constrained by multi-level governance
frictions, limited fiscal space, and structural inequities. Policymakers or local governments
designing future crisis responses that are more efficient and equitable for SMMEs should
recognize the limitations of these platform-based business models when implementing
policies that facilitate platform-mediated exchanges, interactions, and transactions under
defined access conditions between interdependent groups.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.L.-S. and K.L.; methodology, C.L.-S. and K.L.; software,
K.L.; validation, C.L.-S. and K.L.; formal analysis, K.L.; investigation, C.L.-S.; resources, C.L.-S.; data
curation, C.L.-S.; writing—original draft preparation, C.L.-S. and K.L.; writing—review and editing,
C.L.-S. and K.L.; visualization, K.L.; supervision, C.L.-S. and K.L.; project administration, C.L.-S. All
authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki and approved by the Sciences Ethics Committee at North-West University, Business
School, Faculty of Economics and Management (approval: 00694-22-A4) on 27 June 2022.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author due to confidentiality concerns.

Acknowledgments: During the preparation of this manuscript, the authors used ChatGPT 5.2
to support language editing, text structuring, and argument refinement, while the Consensus AI
platform was utilized as a literature discovery aid to identify potentially relevant scholarly sources.
The authors have reviewed and edited the output and take full responsibility for the content of
this publication.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Abbreviations
The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

GDP Gross domestic product
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PPP Paycheck Protection Program
SMEs Small and medium enterprises
SMMEs Small, medium, and micro enterprises
TERS Temporary Employee/Employer Relief Scheme
WCG Western Cape Government

References
1. Phiri, E.; Ramasimu, N.F.; Maake, G. Survival strategies and failure of SMMEs during the COVID-19 pandemic in Africa:

Secondary data. Int. J. Bus. Ecosyst. Strategy 2025, 7, 1–13. [CrossRef]
2. Rashid, S.; Ratten, V. Entrepreneurial ecosystems during COVID-19: The survival of small businesses using dynamic capabilities.

World J. Entrep. Manag. Sustain. Dev. 2021, 17, 457–476. [CrossRef]
3. Strydom, C. Developing a Framework for SMME Survival Based on Events During COVID-19 in the Western Cape of South Africa;

North-West University: Potchefstroom, South Africa, 2024.
4. Iwu, C.G.; Sibanda, L.; Makwara, T. African Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Resource Constraints: A COVID-19 Perspective. J. Entrep.

Innov. Emerg. Econ. 2025, 12, 9–26. [CrossRef]
5. Farisani, T.R. Assessing the impact of policies in sustaining rural small, medium and micro enterprises during COVID-19

pandemic in South Africa. S. Afr. J. Entrep. Small Bus. Manag. 2022, 14, a505. [CrossRef]
6. Biyela, N.Y.; Utete, R. Agenda for future business resilience and survival avenues in crisis times: A systematic literature review of

the effects of COVID-19 on SMEs’ productivity in South Africa. Soc. Sci. Humanit. Open 2024, 10, 100982. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008

https://doi.org/10.36096/ijbes.v7i2.784
https://doi.org/10.1108/WJEMSD-09-2020-0110
https://doi.org/10.1177/23939575251361581
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajesbm.v14i1.505
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2024.100982
https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008


Platforms 2026, 4, 8 21 of 22

7. Mkhonza, V.M.; Sifolo, P.P.S. Covid-19 Effect on Business Performance SMMES Perspectives in a South African Context. Int. J.
Entrep. Bus. Dev. 2021, 4, 727–743. [CrossRef]

8. StatsSA. Business Impact Survey of the COVID-19 Pandemic in South Africa; Statistics South Africa: Pretoria, South Africa, 2020.
9. Western Cape Government. Economic Performance Indicators for Cape Town 2022 Quarter 4; Western Cape Government: Cape Town,

South Africa, 2022.
10. Strydom, C.; Van der Merwe, S. A survival framework for SMME’s based on COVID-19 events in the Western Cape of South

Africa. S. Afr. J. Entrep. Small Bus. Manag. 2025, 17, a960. [CrossRef]
11. Koekemoer, L.; de Beer, L.T.; Govender, K.; Brouwers, M. Leadership behaviour, team effectiveness, technological flexibility, work

engagement and performance during COVID-19 lockdown: An exploratory study. SA J. Ind. Psychol. 2021, 47, a1829. [CrossRef]
12. Stephens, S.; McLaughlin, C.; Ryan, L.; Catena, M.; Bonner, A. Entrepreneurial ecosystems: Multiple domains, dimensions and

relationships. J. Bus. Ventur. Insights 2022, 18, e00344. [CrossRef]
13. Yusuf, I. Entrepreneurship polices and survival of SME’s: A conceptual approach. KIU Interdiscip. J. Humanit. Soc. Sci. 2022, 3,

23–42.
14. Nkontwana, P.; Amoa-Gyarteng, K.; Burns, J.; Rosa, S.; Amsterdam, K. Redesigning entrepreneurial ecosystems in South Africa:

A collaborative approach to inclusion and resilience. Cogent Bus. Manag. 2025, 12, 2572429. [CrossRef]
15. Wurth, B.; Stam, E.; Spigel, B. Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Mechanisms. Found. Trends® Entrep. 2023, 19, 224–339. [CrossRef]
16. Bonina, C.; Koskinen, K.; Eaton, B.; Gawer, A. Digital platforms for development: Foundations and research agenda. Inf. Syst. J.

2021, 31, 869–902. [CrossRef]
17. Chen, L.; Tong, T.W.; Tang, S.; Han, N. Governance and Design of Digital Platforms: A Review and Future Research Directions on

a Meta-Organization. J. Manag. 2021, 48, 147–184. [CrossRef]
18. Corvello, V.; Verteramo, S.; Nocella, I.; Ammirato, S. Thrive during a crisis: The role of digital technologies in fostering antifragility

in small and medium-sized enterprises. J. Ambient. Intell. Humaniz. Comput. 2023, 14, 14681–14693. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
19. Cueto, L.J.; Frisnedi, A.F.; Collera, R.B.; Batac, K.I.; Agaton, C.B. Digital Innovations in MSMEs during Economic Disruptions:

Experiences and Challenges of Young Entrepreneurs. Adm. Sci. 2022, 12, 8. [CrossRef]
20. Bai, C.; Quayson, M.; Sarkis, J. COVID-19 pandemic digitization lessons for sustainable development of micro-and small-

enterprises. Sustain. Prod. Consum. 2021, 27, 1989–2001. [CrossRef]
21. Isenberg, D. The Big Idea: How to Start an Entrepreneurial Revolution. Harv. Bus. Rev. 2010, 88, 40–50.
22. Isenberg, D. The Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Strategy as a New Paradigm for Economic Policy: Principles for Cultivating Entrepreneurship;

Institute of International and European Affairs: Dublin, Ireland, 2011.
23. Brown, R.C.; Mason, C. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems and Growth-Oriented Entrepreneurship; OECD: Paris, France, 2014; pp. 1–38.
24. Stam, E.; van de Ven, A. Entrepreneurial ecosystem elements. Small Bus. Econ. Group 2021, 56, 809–832. [CrossRef]
25. Mcunu, L.A. An Investigation on the Effectiveness of Government Structures Established to Support Small, Medium and Micro

Enterprises in eThekwini Municipality During COVID-19 Pandemic. Master’s Thesis, Durban University of Technology, Durban,
South Africa, 2025. [CrossRef]

26. Biyela, N.Y. The Influence of COVID-19 on the Productivity of Small and Medium Enterprises: A Case Study of Mtubatuba Local
Municipality; Durban University of Technology: Durban, South Africa, 2025.

27. Ramphele, M.; Msosa, S.K. Determinants of Social Media Marketing Adoption in Small, Medium and Micro Enterprises during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Eur. J. Manag. Issues 2022, 30, 92–99. [CrossRef]

28. Mcunu, L.; Ngibe, M. Evaluating government support structures in promoting innovation and business resilience among SMMEs
Post COVID-19. Int. J. Res. Bus. Soc. Sci. 2025, 14, 15–24. [CrossRef]

29. Moore, J.F. Predators and Prey: A New Ecology of Competition. Harv. Bus. Rev. 1993, 71, 75–86. [PubMed]
30. Stam, E.; Spigel, B. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems; Utrecht School of Economics: Utrecht, The Netherlands, 2016.
31. ITWeb. City of Cape Town Pilots e-Commerce Platform for SMEs. Available online: https://www.itweb.co.za/article/city-of-

cape-town-pilots-e-commerce-platform-for-smes/KBpdgvpzk83MLEew (accessed on 20 December 2025).
32. Gawer, A. Digital platforms and ecosystems: Remarks on the dominant organizational forms of the digital age. Innovation 2022,

24, 110–124. [CrossRef]
33. van Dijck, J.; Poell, T.; de Waal, M. The Platform Society: Public Values in a Connective World; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK,

2018.
34. Degen, K.; Gleiss, A. Time to break up? The case for tailor-made digital platform regulation based on platform-governance

standard types. Electron. Mark. 2025, 35, 5. [CrossRef]
35. Lehdonvirta, V.; Kässi, O.; Hjorth, I.; Barnard, H.; Graham, M. The Global Platform Economy: A New Offshoring Institution

Enabling Emerging-Economy Microproviders. J. Manag. 2018, 45, 567–599. [CrossRef]
36. Farisani, T.R. The impact of social and institutional networks in sustaining South African rural small, medium and micro

enterprises during the crisis. Acta Commer. 2022, 22, a1007. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008

https://doi.org/10.29138/ijebd.v4i5.1487
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajesbm.v17i1.960
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v47i0.1829
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbvi.2022.e00344
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2025.2572429
https://doi.org/10.1561/0300000089
https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12326
https://doi.org/10.1177/01492063211045023
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12652-022-03816-x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35340698
https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci12010008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spc.2021.04.035
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-019-00270-6
https://doi.org/10.51415/10321/6047
https://doi.org/10.15421/192209
https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v14i8.4512
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10126156
https://www.itweb.co.za/article/city-of-cape-town-pilots-e-commerce-platform-for-smes/KBpdgvpzk83MLEew
https://www.itweb.co.za/article/city-of-cape-town-pilots-e-commerce-platform-for-smes/KBpdgvpzk83MLEew
https://doi.org/10.1080/14479338.2021.1965888
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12525-024-00747-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206318786781
https://doi.org/10.4102/ac.v22i1.1007
https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008


Platforms 2026, 4, 8 22 of 22

37. Western Cape Government. Provincial Economic Review and Outlook 2020; Western Cape Provincial Treasury: Cape Town, South
Africa, 2020.

38. Wesgro. Invest in Cape Town: Regional Market Analysis and Intelligence Report 2019/2020; Wesgro: Cape Town, South Africa, 2020.
39. Western Cape Government. Update on Western Cape Government’s Economic Recovery Interventions; Western Cape Provincial

Treasury: Cape Town, South Africa, 2021.
40. Western Cape Government. Provincial Economic Review and Outlook 2024; Western Cape Provincial Treasury: Cape Town, South

Africa, 2024.
41. Wesgro. Wesgro Annual Performance Plan 2025/26; Wesgro: Cape Town, South Africa, 2025.
42. Saunders, M.N.K.; Lewis, P.; Thornhill, A. Research Methods for Business Students; Pearson Education: Harlow, UK, 2023.
43. Liu, Q.; Shen, Q.; Li, Z.; Chen, S. Stimulating Consumption at Low Budget: Evidence from a Large-Scale Policy Experiment Amid

the COVID-19 Pandemic. Manag. Sci. 2021, 67, 7291–7307. [CrossRef]
44. OECD. One Year of SME and Entrepreneurship Policy Responses to COVID-19: Lessons Learned to “Build Back Better”; OECD Publishing:

Paris, France, 2021.
45. OECD. An in-Depth Analysis of One Year of SME and Entrepreneurship Policy Responses to COVID-19: Lessons Learned for the Path to

Recovery; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2021.
46. European Investment Bank. Investment Report 2022/2023—Resilience and Renewal in Europe; European Investment Bank: Luxem-

bourg, 2023.
47. European Investment Bank. Post-COVID Recovery and Green Transition—An Ecosystem View; European Investment Bank: Luxem-

bourg, 2024.
48. Katare, B.; Marshall, M.I.; Valdivia, C.B. Bend or break? Small business survival and strategies during the COVID-19 shock. Int. J.

Disaster Risk Reduct. 2021, 61, 102332. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
49. Chen, H.; Qian, W.; Wen, Q. The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Consumption: Learning from High-Frequency Transaction

Data. AEA Pap. Proc. 2021, 111, 307–311. [CrossRef]
50. Hu, F.; Qiu, L.; Xi, X.; Zhou, H.; Hu, T.; Su, N.; Zhou, H.; Li, X.; Yang, S.; Duan, Z.; et al. Has COVID-19 Changed China’s Digital

Trade?—Implications for Health Economics. Front. Public Health 2022, 10, 831549. [CrossRef]
51. Avalos Almanza, E.I.; Cirera, X.; Iacovone, L.; Medvedev, D.; Nayyar, G.; Reyes Ortega, S.; Vargas da Cruz, M.J. Firms’ Digitalization

During the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Tale of Two Stories; World Bank Group: Washington, DC, USA, 2023.
52. Zhang, X.; Li, J.; Xiang, D.; Worthington, A.C. Digitalization, financial inclusion, and small and medium-sized enterprise financing:

Evidence from China. Econ. Model. 2023, 126, 106410. [CrossRef]
53. Audretsch, D.B.; Belitski, M.; Cherkas, N. Entrepreneurial ecosystems in cities: The role of institutions. PLoS ONE 2021, 16,

e0247609. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
54. Harper-Anderson, E.; O’Hollaren, K.; Gates, S.M. Roles for City Governments in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems: An Initial Exploration;

RAND Corporation: Santa Monica, CA, USA, 2023.
55. Bucio-Mendoza, S.; Solis-Navarrete, J.A. Social Innovation Ecosystems in Times of Crisis: Rethinking Innovation Policy Through

the COVID-19 Pandemic. Sustainability 2025, 17, 9502. [CrossRef]
56. OECD. Building Local Ecosystems for Social Innovation: A Methodological Framework; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2021.
57. Kuckertz, A.; Brändle, L.; Gaudig, A.; Hinderer, S.; Morales Reyes, C.A.; Prochotta, A.; Steinbrink, K.M.; Berger, E.S.C. Startups in

times of crisis—A rapid response to the COVID-19 pandemic. J. Bus. Ventur. Insights 2020, 13, e00169. [CrossRef]
58. Ratten, V. COVID-19 and entrepreneurship: Future research directions. Strateg. Change 2021, 30, 91–98. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008

https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2021.4119
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2021.102332
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36569574
https://doi.org/10.1257/pandp.20211003
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.831549
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econmod.2023.106410
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0247609
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33684163
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17219502
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbvi.2020.e00169
https://doi.org/10.1002/jsc.2392
https://doi.org/10.3390/platforms4020008

	Introduction 
	Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
	Market and Institutional Failures in SMME Crises 
	Entrepreneurial Ecosystems and the Isenberg Framework 
	Public Support as Ecosystem Policy Under Crisis 
	Platforms as Governance Infrastructure in Crisis Response 

	Policy and Institutional Context: Western Cape and South Africa 
	South African SMME Support Architecture During COVID-19 
	Western Cape’s Ecosystem-Oriented Provincial Response 

	Data and Methods 
	Original Qualitative Study and Survival Framework 
	Theory-Driven Secondary Analysis 

	Findings: Addressing Failures Through Ecosystem Elements 
	Policy, Institutions and Governance 
	Finance and Liquidity 
	Markets, Supply Chains and Digital Access 
	Human Capital, Culture and Networks 
	Synthesis: A Failure-Ecosystem Matrix 

	Comparative Discussion: Western Cape in Global Perspective 
	Comparing Ecosystem-Oriented Crisis Responses 
	Relative Strengths and Gaps of Western Cape 

	Policy Implications for South Africa and Other Middle-Income Economies 
	Limitations and Avenues for Future Research 
	Conclusions 
	References

