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Abstract

Small, micro, and medium enterprises (SMMEs) are seen as an important role player in
developing economies and a driver of economic growth. Despite national and governmental
attempts to ensure their long-term sustainability, this sector is characterised by a high failure
rate. Understanding the knowledge and skills needs of SMMEs better can assist in better
supporting them with relevant knowledge and skills initiatives. This online survey among
small businesses participating in a skills development event at a business school shows that
there is a strong need among these small businesses to better understand their customers
and markets, to reach them and retain them more effectively, to build their brands, and to use
social media marketing more effectively. Findings also suggested a strong preference for
personal and interactive modes of knowledge delivery rather than online or printed media.
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Introduction

Small businesses are undoubtedly key role players in national economies worldwide, and
South Africa is no exception. The Bureau of Market Research (2023) estimates that small
businesses make up 68% of the total number of formal businesses in South Africa, and
collectively small, micro, and medium enterprises (SMMEs) make up 96% of all formal
businesses nationwide.

Small business is seen as an especially important role player in developing economies and
a driver of economic growth (Kaigama, 2023; Rashid, Nuruzzaman, Rahman, & Chowdhury,
2022). However small businesses also have a high failure rate — worldwide, and in South
Africa (Adaeze & Mashinini, 2022; Fatoki, 2020; Kaigama, 2023). A significant amount of
research is conducted to determine why small businesses are vulnerable (see for example
Gumel & Bardai, 2023.; Lekhanya & Mason, 2014; Philip, 2010; Sarmah, Saikia, & Tripathi,
2019) and how they could be better equipped for success. But, according to Pauli (2020),
training issues such as needs assessment, planning, execution, and evaluation, in small
business are underrepresented in extant research.

The need for research on training for small businesses has been identified in various
Small, Medium, and Micro Enterprises (SMME) business contexts, such as the hospitality
sector (Hyasat, Al-Weshah & Kakeesh, 2022), small scale farming communities (Van der
Merwe & Makamane, 2025), and women entrepreneurs (Nwobilor, Nasamu, Ozigi &
Bagobiri, 2023). Furthermore, Eister and Msimango-Galawe (2024) and Israr, Asad, Altat and
Victor (2021) highlight the gap in literature focusing on what constitutes effective training
within the small business context.

Against this backdrop, this paper’s objective is to examine the knowledge and training
needs of small South African businesses through a knowledge and training needs
assessment survey. This study potentially informs policy makers, training providers providing
educational or learning material, and community engagement projects such as the SBL
Business Hub. The latter aims to address the needs of SMME through knowledge sharing
and networking.

The findings and contributions ensure that training and development initiatives are aligned
with current knowledge and training needs. In the next section, the literature on the topic is
reviewed, followed by a section outlining research methods. The results and findings are then
presented and discussed, followed by conclusions and recommendations.

Literature review

Importance of SMMEs

SMMEs are seen as a solution for specific societal issues and aid through creating
employment, income generation, reducing poverty, and subsequently, contributing to
economic development (Nene, & Abegaz, 2021; Ojulu, 2021). Recently, a debate in South
Africa highlighted the importance of SMMEs when various commentators pointed out that,
when the contribution of the informal economy in providing household income though small
and micro enterprises is considered, the official unemployment rate is closer to 10% than to
the official 33% (Neethling, 2025). SMMEs thus contribute significantly towards employment
and income generation and generate new sources of employment. According to the United
Nations, small business accounts for 90% of businesses, between 60% to 70% of
employment worldwide (United Nations, 2025).

With SMMEs being the backbone to a healthy economy, it is essential that new and
established small businesses are sustainable. Many governments have developed policies
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and initiatives to create an enabling environment for small businesses (Salami, Ekakitie, &
Ebinim, 2023), including South Africa (Ekechi, Chukwurah, Oyeniyi, & Okeke, 2024), which is
the context of this study. The South African National Development Plan (NDP) was so
optimistic about the role of small businesses in the economy that it forecast that, by 2030,
90% of new jobs in South Africa will be created by SMMEs (NDP, 2011).

However, SMMEs, worldwide, have a high failure rate, with nearly three out of five SMMEs
in South Africa failing to survive the first few months after start-up (Adaeze & Mashinini,
2022; Fatoki, 2020; Kaigama, 2023). Despite many national and private sector initiatives,
SMME failure rates remain alarmingly high in South Africa (Eister & Msimango-Galawe,
2024). The 2018 GEM report highlights that many new business owners find it difficult to
progress from the entrepreneurial stage to the established business stage (Eister &
Msimango-Galawe, 2024). Regardless of context, SMMEs face numerous challenges and
obstacles that hinder their ability to survive. Some of the common challenges include lack of
access to information, markets, technical knowledge, resources, and an unfavourable
regulatory environment (Adaeze & Mashinini, 2022).

With South Africa pinning such high hopes on SMMEs to addresses issues around
unemployment and job creation, many scholars have investigated the business success
factors of SMMEs (see for example Chittithaworn, Islam, Keawchana & Yusuf, 2011; Philip,
2010; Sarmah, et al., 2019). Identified business success factors include, 1) entrepreneurial
characteristics, 2) technology (or ICT), 3) the external environment, 4) management know-
how, 5) customer and market aspects, 6) business/SMME characteristics, 7) products and
services, 8) resources and finances 9) way of doing business, 10) human resources, 11)
strategic planning, and 12) family support (Chittithaworn, et al., 2011; Philip, 2010; Sarmah,
et al.,, 2019). Aspects like management know-how, customer and market aspects, and
strategic planning are all aspects that can be improved through training and development
initiatives.

Understanding SMME success factors and addressing their challenges assists in ensuring
long-term success, by enabling SMME owners to start a business, to focus on the factors
affecting business success, and to reduce the risk of failure (Philip, 2010). It also assists in
policy formulation, and provide insights to strategic partners, and decision makers, to tailor
support programs and refine policies and SMMEs-related initiatives to further strengthen the
enabling environment for SMMEs (Ekechi, et al.,2024).

Part and parcel of understanding SMME’s business success factors is to also understand
the training needs of SMMEs, and how to develop the bridge between the owner/manager
and business growth (Eister & Msimango-Galawe, 2024). With training being the bridge
between managers and business growth, it leads to the question of what business skills
SMMEs managers require, and how they would prefer to acquire them. This requires a shift
in focus from “small business success factors” to “the specific training needs of SMMEs
owners/managers” to support their road to success. Providing needed skills training will
improve small business performance (Eister & Msimango-Galawe, 2024) and assists
engaged scholarship programmes focusing on training and skills development, with a human
capital theory orientation.

Training, and training needs for SMMEs

There is a marked academic differentiation between managerial and business
management skills. The managerial skills observed in literature encompasses skills related to
technical, interpersonal, and conceptual skills (de Beer & Nel, 2022), while business
management skills (or business skills) include skills related to strategy, planning, marketing,
financial, project management and time management (Mukata, Ladzani, & Visser, 2018;
Nkwinika & Obokoh, 2025). Entrepreneurship skills seem to relate to abilities concerning
market opportunities, risk, creativity, innovation, role models, resilience, negotiation, and
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gathering of resources (Botha, van Vuuren & Kunene, 2015; Simba, Tajeddin, Jones, &
Rambe, 2024). The above makes a clear distinction between business management skills
and entrepreneurship skills, with this paper focusing on business management skills.
Business management skills typically cover financial management, business systems
management, general management, human resources, technology-related skills, legal
skills, marketing management, networking, operations, planning, research and
development, and supplier management skills (Botha, et al., 2015).

Business management skills are a key form of support provided to emerging and growing
businesses, as they are linked to sustainable business performance and competitive
advantage (Mukata, et al., 2018). It is also highlighted as essential for business success in
the modern era (Lumb, 2021). In addition, the resource-based view (RBV) theory highlights
the importance of human capital in creating a competitive advantage (Pauli, 2020). The
human capital theory also positions skills training and education as essential for productivity,
higher future incomes and sustainability (lwu, Maziriri, Yu & Ayandibu, 2024.) Literature
confirms the importance of capacity building, and to equip SMME owners with skills and
knowledge to navigate complex business environments (Pauli, 2020; Ekechi, et al., 2024).

In South Africa, the context of this study, various institutions are equipping SMMEs with
business skills including 1) The Small Enterprise Development Agency (SEDA); 2) The Black
Business Supplier Development Programme; and 3) South African Micro Finance Apex Fund
(SAMAF) (Eister & Msimango-Galawe, 2024; SME Hub, 2024). It is reasonable to assume
that business skills training provided in practice includes a focus on managerial skills,
entrepreneurial skills, and business management skills. With education and training aimed at
developing skills, ideas, and management towards a sustainable business (Modiba,
Roeloffze, & Kleynhans, 2023).

Within the scant literature in the South African context, Botha, et al., (2015) and Eister &
Msimango-Galawe, (2024) identified the five top business skills needed by Gauteng-based
SMMEs as marketing management, financial management, operational, legal, and general
management. Human resources, opportunity identification, communication, and technical
skills were regarded as less important (Botha et al.,, 2015). Visser, Chodokufa, Amadi-
Echendu, & Phillips (2016) found that SMMEs in the City of Tshwane have more technical
skills than conceptual skills. However, the proportion between the sets of skills was reported
as “too disparate,” leading to a conclusion that the development of both skills needs to be
balanced. Technical skills were defined as specialised knowledge and expertise, while
conceptual skills were defined as mental capabilities to coordinate business interests and
activities.

In 2020, research on participants in a tech-entrepreneurship programme found that
intellectual property, strategy, and business development skills were most important, with
financial management, marketing, project management and access to funding less important.
These findings must be understood within the context of South African and Swiss
respondents (tech-entrepreneurs) who completed the programme. In addition, given that the
respondents were scientists, it makes sense that intellectual property was highlighted (Uctu,
Essop, & Jafta, 2020).

Most of the studies in the South African context focused on the development of specific
skills, such as marketing and knowledge management (Duffett & Cromhout, 2022),
technology and digitalisation (Kruger & Steyn, 2021), the educational context, or youth
entrepreneurs (lwu, et al.,, 2024; Modiba, et al., 2023; Simba, et al., 2024). Nkwinika &
Obokoh, (2025) highlighted the importance of establishing management skills in different life
cycles.

In the Namibian context, findings indicated a need for service providers to focus on
financial management, business planning skills, computer skills, marketing skills, how to
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improve and grow the business, and customer care. The findings also indicated that more
training is needed, indicating that small business owners are generally willing to invest their
time in training and development (Mukata, et al., 2018).

While the body of knowledge on SMME success factors assist and guide business skills
development programmes, the training needs of South African SMME owners are
underrepresented. Adaeze and Mashinini (2022) have already highlighted the gap in
literature concerning the method of training, in addition to content of training, and the role of
training in the South African SMME context. In South Africa, the high failure rate of SMMEs is
attributed to poor managerial, financial, and operational skills, or lack of management
competence, — over and above external factors (Eister & Msimango-Galawe, 2024; Nkwinika
& Obokoh, 2025). Table 1 summarises training needs identified in the South African context,
as highlighted above.

Table 1: Business and management skills required by South African SMMEs

Business and management skills

Marketing Management Technical Skills

Financial Management Conceptual Skills
Operational Management Intellectual Property

Legal Skills and Knowledge Strategy

General Management Business Development Skills
Human Resources Project Management
Opportunity Identification Communication

Technology Risk Management

Source: Compiled by authors (2025)

The identified training needs are complementary to the identified drivers of growth and
productivity in SMMEs, and challenges they face. Prior work and management skills
(Lampadarios, Kyriakidou, & Smith, 2017), management know-how, matters concerning
products and services, customer and market, resources and financing and strategy
(Chittithaworn, et al., 2011) are well documented as factors leading to the success of SMMEs
in the small business success literature. Furthermore, employees’ professional skills (and
human resources), availability of financial resources, record keeping of sales and finances,
and networking (Aman, Tahir, Maijid, Aziz, & Rahmiati, 2011, Pletnev, Nikolaeva, 2016;
Purwanto, Nashar, Jumaryadi, Wibowo, & Mekaniwati, 2022) have also been noted in
literature as important business skills. These business and management skills addresses the
challenges SMMEs experience, such as access to finances, allocating funds correctly,
marketing, quality, price and product matters, customer loyalty and service, use of
technology, lack of management skills and effective management, and record keeping
(Pletnev, Nikolaeva, 2016; Purwanto, et al., 2022; Bonsu & Kuofie, 2019).

The human capital theory highlights the essential role of training and education (lwu, et el.,
2024). The training needs assessment theory argues the necessity of identifying an actual
need before deciding a solution. When a need is identified, the gap between the need and
outcome can be closed (Adaeze & Mashinini, 2022). The identified limitations in literature
regarding skills development for SMMEs necessitate an effort to understand the training
needs of SMMEs in the context of a community engagement project of a Midrand-based
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business school to support SMMEs in its local communities. This requirement also guided
the research methods used to collect data.

Research Methodology

Research context

Data was collected during a face-to-face business development seminar hosted by an
engaged scholarship programme at a South African business school. The seminar was
attended by approximately 150 small and medium sized business owners and managers, in
Midrand, Gauteng. Attendees were requested to partake in completing an online training
needs survey using a QR code. The QR code was available on the event’s social media sites
for access after the event and for further distribution. Because participants were invited
through various SMME networks, it was skewed towards female participants.

Research design

The study design followed a quantitative survey approach, within a positivist paradigm
(Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019). Sampling was convenient in nature, targeting
attendees of the seminar, hosted by a community engagement project at a business school.
This approach is deemed acceptable as attendees are from the population group of interest,
namely SMME owners and managers that are interested in training opportunities. The survey
was designed in such a way that it excluded respondents that are not SMME owners or
managers, enhancing data accuracy. The sample size and location were limited to the
venue’s capacity and location and the community that the community engagement project
(SMME owners and managers) targets.

Survey Instrument

A needs survey instrument was used to determine the level of learning appetite for
different topics of training and support. A needs survey is designed to determine the most
important knowledges priorities of a particular group (Adaeze & Mashinini, 2022), to inform
the community engagement project’s priorities and future needs-focused actions. Based on
table 1, five overall categories of needs were included in the survey: 1) Talent management,
2) Public relations and marketing, 3) Finance, accounting, and compliance, 4) Research and
Technology and 5) Management skill. A sixth aspect included in the survey explored the
preferred formats of delivery of training content. In addition, the survey also enquired about
personal and business demographics. The training categories were subdivided as follows:

e Talent management skills: Basic human resource management (recruitment and
performance management), workforce motivation, improved teamwork, and aspects of
labour relations. (12 Items, capturing human resource management and related legal
skills).

¢ Public relations and marketing skills: Improving customer service, retention, and supplier
relations, accessing supply chains, targeting profitable markets segments, basic
marketing, and branding, selling and digital marketing skills. (12 ltems, measuring the
need for marketing management and opportunity identification skills)

e Finance, accounting and compliance skills: Improved knowledge of financial analysis,
basic accounting, business tax, managing cash flow, accessing business funding,
business insurance needs and industry specific compliance. (7 Items, measuring the
need for financial management skills and related legal skills).

e Research and Technology skills: Integrating technology into business, commercialising
new technology, basic knowledge of computer hardware and software, increasing
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research capacity and knowledge of intellectual property. (7 Items, measuring the need
for technology skills, and legal related knowledge on intellectual property).

o Management skills: Exposure to strategic planning, procurement strategies, enhancing
an ethical business culture, time management, basic managerial skills (planning,
organising, leading and control), decision-making, risk management, quality
management, effective leadership, and good governance practices. (12 Items, measuring
the need for general, conceptual, risk and strategy related management skills)

The five categories cover technical and conceptual skills and were selected to measure
most of the needs identified in literature. Keeping the length of the survey in mind, a
maximum of 50 items related to management skills were retained.

All categorised items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “Definitely do
not need this skill” (1) to “Definitely need this skill” (5), and the main skills categories were
tested for reliability using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (Cronbach’s a). All five categories
exhibited high levels of reliability, with all reliability coefficients well in excess of the
recommended 0,7 for the social sciences.

Preferred format, ranging from printed to online workshops and recorded material were
measured on a sliding scale ranging from “least preferred” (1) to most preferred (10). (8
Items).

Data analysis

Classic descriptive measures were applied in analysing the gathered data (Pallant, 2016),
while ANOVA was used to compare means across groups for the different knowledge and
skills categories.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained from the relevant Research Ethics Review Committee at a
South African Business School. Adherence to the principles of informed consent, voluntary
participation, confidentiality, and anonymity was applied in the data collection process (Leedy
& Amrod, 2010).

Results and Findings

Respondent profiles

A total of 112 usable responses were received. Respondents were mostly female (71%),
and more than 90% of participants had a tertiary qualification. The median age was 40, and
most respondents (85%) owned or co-owned their businesses, with the remainder being
managers in the business.

Business Characteristics

Responses were limited to businesses that employ fewer than 150 full-time employees.
Given the nature of the data collection process at an event, most businesses (86%) were in
Gauteng. Most businesses operated in the Finance, business services and real estate (34%)
and Personal services (32%) industries, and most were relatively young — 37% are less than
3 years old, and 28% were between 3 and 10 years old. About 58% were registered for Value
Added Tax (VAT) or planning to register for VAT. 54% of the participating businesses
regarded themselves as average performers in their industry, while 19% regarded
themselves as high performers. The rest were concerned about their performance, indicating
that they are underperforming.
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Figure 1: Industry sectors represented
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Source: Compiled by authors (2025)

Knowledge and Skill Needs

The survey explored five areas where respondents potentially required skills, and
respondents could indicate to what extent they feel they required a particular knowledge or
skill set. In the analysis that follows, we report on the number of respondents that indicated
that they “definitely” need the knowledge or skill set. The first skill set we examine is the
Talent Management skill set (see Figure 2), where the issue of workforce productivity was by
far the most important topic that respondents felt they needed more knowledge about.
Productivity was an important topic in this category, with improving workforce skills,
performance management, and the recruitment and selection of candidates as comparatively
important topics. In literature, human resource management skills seem to be less important
than skills such as marketing and financial management (Botha, et al., 2015; Eister &
Msimango-Galawe, 2024). However, these findings indicate the importance of topics such as
productivity, workforce skills development, performance management, and the recruitment
and selection of candidates for skills development in the context of this study.
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Figure 2: Talent Management skills (Cronbach’s a = 0,90)
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The findings depicted in Figure 3 suggest that knowledge about branding, marketing, and
selling are quite important knowledge priorities in this group, including digital marketing skills
such as Search Engine Optimisation (SEO). Concurrent with literature, marketing skills is a
top business skill need, and the findings of this study highlight developing skills such as
knowledge about branding, marketing, and selling. Interestingly, a study done by Nkwinika &
Obokoh, (2025) highlighted the importance of stakeholder engagement in the first years of
operations. Most of the SMME business who participated in this study (37%) were less than
3 years old. However, supplier relations, in contrast to customer relationships, were regarded
as less important in the context of this study.

10
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Figure 3: Public Relations and Marketing skills (Cronbach’s a = 0,95)

74%

7104 70% 72%
66% 69% 69%
61% 5804 599,
I I | I I
@ = ) s &> E & > &
&© W & & & & & & R
& I il & o &2 & & ¥ @ &
< ~ oy ) @ o @ o @ @ &
& e}% < \)QQ o %q,.\\ & 2}6 = & &
o ) : & S o
\)"N & R »7 F © <O & & -@K &2
e AN & @ v > <] & L o &
& < & @ @ o @ & &
& 5@ ° & & & o
<2 R & &
& S F & S8
& o o2 % @
= O e
& & &
F &2
Ls <2

W % that "definitely need it"

Source: Compiled by authors (2025)

In terms of their financial, accounting and compliance skills needs, respondents did not
require it as highly as might be expected, arguably due to much of their financial activities
(such as business tax compliance) being handed by third party service providers, such as tax
consultants. Access to business funding and financial analysis skills were the most highly
rated areas here. While literature highlights financial management as a top skill to focus on, it
may be individual specific, and when third parties are used. However, the results emphasis
the need to focus on access to business funding and financial analysis skills.

Figure 4: Financial, accounting and compliance skills (Cronbach’s a = 0,92)
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Source: Compiled by authors (2025)

11



International Business Conference | IBC 01/2025

Regarding technology and innovation, businesses similarly outsource some of their ICT
needs to third parties and may thus not require the knowledge themselves about computer
hardware and software. However, there does seem to be a need for increasing their capacity
to conduct research on markets, products, and so on. Integrating new technology was also
an important priority. This is especially indicative of the current technology trends, artificial
intelligence (Al), automatisation of tasks, and Al agents. Broader literature emphasises the
importance of technology and digitalisation skills for SMMEs (Purwanto, et al., 2022). The
findings of this study highlights inclusion of innovation skills and developing market research
skills, as well as integrating new technologies in their business operations.

Figure 5: Research and Technology skills needs (Cronbach’s a = 0,88)
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Strategic planning, leadership, and better business decision-making stood out as the most
important general management knowledge areas. The relative importance of general
management and strategy management concurs with literature on SMMEs in South Africa.
The findings highlight decision-making, risk management, and leadership as additional skills
to develop.

12
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Figure 6: General management skills needs (Cronbach’s a = 0,97)
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Comparative Analysis of Knowledge and Skill Needs

As a group, the public relations and marketing knowledge areas stood out as the most
needed by respondents (see Figure 7), which generally concurs with extant findings. This
skill may also be essential in the early years of operations, as indicated by the relatively high
mean for this category in businesses younger than one year old, and between 1 and three
years old. The highest need for knowledge and skills seem to reside in the businesses of 1 to
three years old, which makes sense if one considers that this is typically when businesses
might be in a position where they have reached a natural peak and may be looking for ways
to grow beyond the initial growth period. In comparison, established businesses (older than
10 years) tend to be more settled and less interested in knowledge and skills in general, and
Talent Management and Financial Management in particular.

Overall, high performing SMMEs tend to be less interested in knowledge and skills
acquisition than lower performing SMMEs, although the differences were not statistically
significant. This is perhaps an indication that high-performing SMMEs already (mostly) have
access to the knowledge and skills they need.

13
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Figure 7: A comparison of knowledge and skills needs by business age (means, on scale

of 1to 5)
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Preferred Learning and Support Methods

As Figure 8 indicates, most respondents seem to prefer a more interactive, personal
approach, with mentoring and coaching, face-to-face workshops, and workplace training
being the most preferred means of knowledge transfer.

Respondents felt, on average, that about 9 hours per week is a good average time to
spend on personal development. It was interesting to note that low-performing SMMEs tend
to feel that they need to spend less time on skills development (about 7 hours) than average
or high-performing businesses (more than 9 hours).

14
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Figure 8: Knowledge delivery preferences
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Managerial Implications

From the perspective of the business school providing support to small businesses, the
focus should be on a combination of personal and online offerings, rather than a purely
online offering. There also seems to be a need to prioritise offerings that can assist small
businesses in improving their marketing skills to attract more profitable customers, to assist
them in understanding how they can retain their customers and how they can build their
brands. Social media and digital marketing skills are also key skills that small business have
shown a big interest in.

The relatively high preference for in-person methods of knowledge transfer was somewhat
surprising initially, although it stands to reason that SMMEs may have a high need for
networking and interaction with others. Given the relatively little time that SMMEs have
available for knowledge and skills development, the packaging of knowledge support
programmes in microcredentials is a key priority.

The findings also indicate the priority training needs of SMMEs in Gauteng, and could
guide policy makers, practitioners, and community engagement projects aimed at the
development of skills in SMMEs.

Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

This study provides a deeper understanding of the business knowledge and knowledge
transfer needs of South African SMMEs affiliated with this business school. It highlighted
several knowledges priorities, and confirmed that, perhaps counterintuitively, most small
businesses prefer a “human touch” in their knowledge and skills development activities.
Further research could focus on broadening the study to include more small business
owners, and given the importance of the informal sector, also informal business owners.
Additional qualitative research and feedback from course participants can assist in further
refining the understanding of how business schools and other institutions providing support
to small business can shape their offerings and better support small business owners.

15
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