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Abstract

Despite small and medium sized legal firms in Durban, South Africa’s potential to contribute
immensely to economic growth such firms have been seized by a myriad of problems which
has affected their growth and survival. The main objective of this study was to explore factors
impeding growth of small to medium-size legal firms in Durban, South Africa. The study
unravelled the nature of challenges experienced by leaders and owner-managers of small to
medium-sized legal firms in implementing long-term survival strategies in Durban.
Researchers used the interpretivist philosophy where a qualitative research approach was
applied to which an explanatory research design. The Higgins 8S Model was the theory that
formed hinge of the study. Researchers conducted 14 interviews after reaching saturation
with the participants purposively drawn from small and medium legal firms in Durban. Word
cloud analysis was used in the producing of thematic themes. In this view, the study found
out that various institutional challenges that small to medium-sized legal firms were facing in
Durban, South Africa include increased competition, client cost sensitivity, limited resources
for investing in new technology and training, and overregulation of practices. The study’s key
managerial implication is that small and medium sized law firms must develop client-centric
pricing strategies for them to survive. The study recommends that focus on strengthening
collaboration within the legal community, leveraging partnerships to share resources, and
fostering a culture of resilience to improve adaptability and long-term success
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Introduction

In many countries including South Africa, leaders and owner-managers of small to medium
legal firms require a solid business level strategy for survival and growth in the highly
competitive legal industry (loane-Lesa, 2024). From the business point of view, lawyers can
distinguish themselves in the highly competitive legal industry in many ways, by
understanding the competitive business landscape, identifying target clients and markets,
and developing a unique value proposition (Zulu,Zondi, & Ngwenya, 2023). Implementing a
marketing and branding strategy and effectively monitoring and adapting strategy to compete
in a dynamic market, is pivotal to ensure long-term survival of small and medium size legal
firms (Salunkhe, Rajan, & Kumar, 2023). Strategy scholars are clear that most strategy
research addresses the strategy-performance relationship and some kind of performance
outcome (Nsibande and Boshoff, 2017; van Scheers and Makhitha (2016). This study seeks
to unravel challenges that impedes growth and survival of small and medium sized legal
firms in Durban South Africa.

Background

The legal sector in Durban significantly contributes to the local economy by fostering a
robust business environment and enabling commercial transactions (Enaifoghe, & Vezi-
Magigaba, 2023). Small to Medium-sized legal firms in Durban play a vital role in facilitating
international trade, especially due to the city's status as a major port hub (Department of
Trade, Industry and Competition, 2021). Their involvement in maritime law, trade regulations,
and corporate law ensures that local and international businesses operate smoothly and
comply with applicable laws (Hassan, & Bhatti, 2023). Furthermore, legal services help in
attracting foreign direct investment, as investors seek legal expertise to navigate the
regulatory landscape of South Africa (Enwereji, 2023). This economic activity not only boosts
local business but also creates numerous jobs, ranging from legal professionals to
administrative and support roles within law firms (Ufua, et al., 2022).

Additionally, the legal industry's role extends beyond direct economic contributions; it also
has a significant impact on societal development through its involvement in social justice and
public policy issues (Emon, & Nipa, 2024). By addressing disputes, enforcing contracts, and
ensuring justice, the legal sector helps maintain social order and promotes a business-
friendly environment that is crucial for economic growth (Sura, 2024). This dual role of
supporting both commerce and justice underscores the indispensable nature of legal
services in Durban's socio-economic landscape (Mbandlwa,2023). The strategic importance
of these services amplifies their impact on both the immediate and long-term economic and
social development of the region (Habiyaremye, King, & Tregenna, 2022).

The strategic importance of the legal sector is further highlighted by its role in supporting
not only local, but also national economic activities. Small to medium-sized legal firms in
Durban contribute to the economy by facilitating business operations, ensuring compliance
with South African laws, and driving employment (Enaifoghe & Ramsuraj, 2023).

In South Africa, small to medium-sized legal firms face a complex array of challenges such
as maintaining cash flow, retaining and growing a client base, keeping up to date with
frequently changing legislation) as well as opportunities including expanding niche legal
services, leveraging digital technology for client engagement, building strategic partnerships
with other small firms and expanding outreach through online marketing (Majadibodu, 2023).
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Given such background, the study sought to examine the nature of challenges
experienced by leaders and owner-managers of small to medium-sized legal firms in
implementing long-term survival strategies in Durban, South Africa

Problem Statement

Despite the critical role that small to medium-sized legal firms play in Durban's legal sector,
Durban's legal market is characterised by intense competition, rapidly evolving client
expectations, and significant regulatory changes, all of which pose substantial challenges to
smaller legal firms, most of which are plagued with limited resources (Ndlela, 2022). Without
a clear understanding of the unique challenges facing such small and medium legal firms,
there is a risk that they may struggle to maintain their competitiveness, leading to a decline in
service quality and reduced legal access for the broader community. Their collapse may
render many people unemployed. Existing studies tend to focus on larger firms or generalise
strategies across different sectors, leaving a significant gap in understanding the specific
challenges of small to medium-sized legal firms in Durban (Cant, Wiid, & Sephapo, 2016;
Mason & Leek, 2012). Therefore, this exploratory qualitative study sought to address
knowledge research gap, by investigating the challenges that small to medium-sized legal
firms in Durban are facing in ensuring their survival and growth in the dynamic and turbulent
business environment. There is a gap in the legal sector as many existing studies
concentrated much on larger firms and small but not from the legal sector.

Research objectives

The main objective of this exploratory qualitative study is to explore factors impeding
growth of small to medium-size legal firms in Durban, South Africa. As such the specific
objective of the study was to examine the nature of challenges experienced by leaders and
owner-managers of small to medium-sized legal firms in implementing long-term survival
strategies in Durban.

Research questions

The study sought to answer the question what factors are impeding growth of small to
medium-size legal firms in Durban, South Africa. As such the specific research question
was what is nature of challenges experienced by leaders and owner-managers of small to
medium-sized legal firms in implementing long-term survival strategies in Durban

Literature Review

Theoretical framework
The following theory form hinge of the current study:
The Huggins 8s Model (Higgin, 2005)

The Higgins 8S Model of Strategy, developed by Higgins in 2005, provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding and managing internal alignment within an
organization (Higgins, 2005). This model builds upon the McKinsey 7S framework by
introducing "Strategic Performance" as an additional element, emphasizing the importance of
measuring and evaluating the impact of strategies on organizational goals and objectives
(Bhatti, 2011). In the context of small and medium-sized legal firms in Durban, South Africa,
the Higgins 8S Model is particularly relevant. These firms face numerous challenges that
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impede their growth and survival, including increased competition, client price sensitivity,
overregulation, and limited resources.

The model suggests that the internal alignment of various components, including strategy,
structure, systems, style, staff, resources, shared values, and strategic performance, is
crucial for achieving desired outcomes (Higgins, 2005). The Higgins 85 Model underscores
the importance of aligning both "hard" elements (strategy, structure, systems) and "soft"
elements (style, staff, shared values, resources) to achieve strategic objectives effectively.
This alignment is critical for small and medium-sized legal firms in Durban, as they navigate
the complexities of the legal services market. The inclusion of "Strategic Performance" in the
Higgins 8S Model ensures that organizations are not only implementing strategies but also
actively monitoring and assessing their outcomes to drive continuous improvement (Heiba,
Bagnied & Matahen, 2011). This aspect is particularly relevant to the present study, which
seeks to explore the factors impeding growth and survival of small to medium-sized legal
firms in Durban. The research objective of this study is to examine the nature of challenges
experienced by leaders and owner-managers of small to medium-sized legal firms in
implementing long-term survival strategies in Durban. The Higgins 8S Model provides a
theoretical framework for understanding the internal dynamics of these firms and identifying
areas for improvement. By applying the Higgins 8S Model to the present study, researchers
can gain insights into the intricate, web-like relationships among various components that
shape the internal functioning and performance of small and medium-sized legal firms in
Durban. This understanding can inform strategies for improving internal alignment, driving
continuous improvement, and ultimately enhancing the growth and survival prospects of
these firms. The study's findings can also contribute to the existing body of knowledge on the
application of the Higgins 8S Model in the context of small and medium-sized legal firms. By
exploring the relevance of this model to the challenges faced by these firms, we can identify
areas for further research and develop more effective strategies for supporting the growth
and survival of small and medium-sized legal firms in Durban and beyond. In essence, the
Higgins 8S Model provides a valuable framework for understanding the internal dynamics of
small and medium-sized legal firms in Durban and identifying strategies for improving their
growth and survival prospects. The Huggins 8s Model gives strategic framework used for the
analysis of organizational effectiveness by examining eight interconnected elements—
strategy, structure, systems, style, skills, staff, shared values, and speed which are essential
for aligning internal capabilities with external challenges. Application of this model to the
present study enables a comprehensive assessment of how misalignment in these areas
may be contributing to the challenges faced by small to medium-sized legal firms in Durban.

Small and medium sized enterprises Definition

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMMEs) refer to businesses that operate on
relatively small scale in the dimension of their employment, revenue and size of assets
(Ncube & Zondo 2022). In South Africa, the National Small Enterprise Act (No. 102 of 1996)
has categorized SMMEs based on industry-specific thresholds, with small enterprises
typically employing between 11 and 50 people, and medium enterprises between 51 and
200, depending on the sector in which the SME is operating. These businesses are usually
independently owned and managed, with a relatively flat organizational structure and limited
market reach (Botha et al., 2021). They are often more flexible and responsive than larger
firms but also face greater challenges in accessing finance, technology, and skilled labour
(Henschel, & Heinze,2025).

Features of Small and medium sized enterprises in the South African Context

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a vital role in South Africa's economic
landscape, contributing significantly to the country's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and job
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creation (Ngo Ndjama & Van Der Westhuizen, 2024). According to the National Small
Business Amendment Act (South Africa, 2019), an SME is defined as a separate business
entity, encompassing its branches or subsidiaries, if applicable, and cooperative enterprises,
managed by one or more owners, operating predominantly in any sector or subsector of the
economy. This definition encompasses a broad range of businesses, from small micro-
enterprises to medium-sized firms, each with unique characteristics and challenges. In South
Africa, SMEs are categorized based on their size, annual turnover, and number of employees
(Smit & Watkins, 2012). Understanding these categorizations is crucial for identifying the
specific challenges faced by each type of SME (Kindstrom, Carlborg, & Nord, 2024). By
recognizing the importance of SMEs in South Africa's economy, policymakers and
stakeholders can develop targeted strategies to support their growth and development. This
includes addressing the unique challenges faced by different types of SMEs, such as access
to funding, skills development, and regulatory compliance. The National Small Business
Amendment Act (South Africa, 2019) classifies SMEs into five categories: survivalist
enterprises, micro-enterprises, small enterprises, medium companies, and very tiny
enterprises. Each category possesses unique attributes, including staff count, annual
revenue, and operational sector (Msomi & Olarewaju, 2021). The importance of SMEs in
South Africa's economy is paramount. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account
for around 40% of the national GDP and employ about 60% of the workforce (Enaifoghe &
Ramsuraj, 2023). Furthermore, SMEs are crucial in fostering entrepreneurship, innovation,
and competitiveness across several economic sectors (Omowole et al 2023).

Figure 1 shows SME Categorisation as espoused by the
Table 1: SME Classification in South Africa

Enterprise Size Number of Annual Turnover | Total Gross Asset
Emplovees (ZAR) Value (ZAR)
Micro 0-5 | <R0.15 million <R0.10 nullion
Very Small 6-20 | <R3 million <R0.50 million
Small 21-50 <RI13 million <R3 million
Medium 51-200 <RSI million < R18 million

Source: National Small Business Amendment Act No 29(2004)

The strategic importance of Small and medium sized enterprises in south Africa

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a vital role in South Africa's economic
landscape, contributing significantly to the country's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and job
creation (Ngo Ndjama & Van Der Westhuizen, 2024). SMEs account for around 40% of the
national GDP and employ about 60% of the workforce (Enaifoghe & Ramsuraj, 2023).
Furthermore, SMEs are crucial in fostering entrepreneurship, innovation, and
competitiveness across several economic sectors (Omowole et al., 2023). Their importance
extends beyond economic contributions, as they also contribute to societal development
through their involvement in social justice and public policy issues (Emon & Nipa, 2024). The
strategic importance of SMEs in South Africa is underscored by their role in facilitating
business operations, ensuring compliance with laws, and driving employment (Enaifoghe &
Ramsuraj, 2023). SMEs also play a critical role in promoting economic growth, reducing
poverty, and addressing social inequality (Habiyaremye, King, & Tregenna, 2022). Moreover,
SMEs are essential for innovation, as they are often more agile and responsive to changing
market conditions than larger firms (Kgomotso & Fourie, 2020). In the South African context,
SMEs face unique challenges, including intense competition, regulatory complexities, and
limited access to funding (Makwara, 2022; Mugano, 2024). However, despite these
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challenges, SMEs remain a vital component of the economy, and their growth and
development are critical for achieving sustainable economic growth and development (Aitana
& Svotwa, 2024). Policymakers and stakeholders must therefore prioritize the development
of SMEs, providing targeted support and resources to help them overcome the challenges
they face and reach their full potential (Msomi & Olarewaju, 2021). The significance of SMEs
in South Africa's economy is further highlighted by their contribution to the country's
economic diversification and resilience (Ufua et al., 2022). SMEs can drive innovation,
entrepreneurship, and job creation, thereby reducing the country's reliance on traditional
industries and promoting sustainable economic growth (Enwereji, 2023). Moreover, SMEs
can play a critical role in addressing social and economic challenges, such as poverty and
inequality, by providing essential goods and services to underserved communities
(Mbandlwa, 2023). In this view, SMEs are a vital component of South Africa's economy,
contributing significantly to GDP, job creation, and innovation. Their strategic importance
extends beyond economic contributions, as they also play a critical role in promoting societal
development and addressing social challenges. As such, policymakers and stakeholders
must prioritize the development of SMEs, providing targeted support and resources to help
them overcome the challenges they face and reach their full potential.

Characteristics of small and medium enterprises in the Legal Sector of South Africa

Small and medium enterprises in the legal sector of South Africa are predominantly
characterized by their limited size in terms of staff and operational capacity, often comprising
fewer than 50 employees (Takawira & Pooe 2025). These firms typically serve niche markets
or specific client bases, with a focus on specialized areas such as family law, criminal
defense, or property law (Matekenya & Moyo, 2022). Due to constrained resources, legal
SMMEs often face challenges related to limited access to capital, technology, and
professional development opportunities, which impacts their ability to scale and compete with
larger firms (Peters, Pretorius & Marais (2025). Furthermore, legal SMMEs in South Africa
commonly operate within a highly regulated environment, necessitating strict compliance with
legal standards, ethical requirements, and professional bodies like the Legal Practice
Council, which adds to their operational complexity (Mahlangu, 2024). Legal sector SMMEs
in South Africa exhibit a strong entrepreneurial spirit in addition to structural traits,
characterized by flexibility and innovation in service delivery. They frequently flexibly use
technology to reach clients in underserved areas (Owoseni, & Ahwireng-Obeng, 2024). Due
to their smaller size, these businesses frequently use informal business practices and flexible
management structures, which facilitates faster decision-making but may also lead to
operational vulnerabilities like uneven service quality and inadequate strategic planning
(Matekenya & Moyo, 2022).

Small and medium Sized Enterprises challenges in South Africa

Notwithstanding their significance, SMEs in South Africa have substantial obstacles that
hinder their expansion and sustainability. The advent of economic globalization has
introduced a plethora of challenges for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in South
Africa, largely due to the rapid escalation in competitiveness. According to Naradda Gamage
et al. (2020), the heightened competitive landscape has resulted in a significant increase in
the failure rate of SMEs shortly after their establishment. This underscores the imperative
need for SMEs to adopt effective survival strategies and strategic methodologies to navigate
the complex and dynamic global business environment. A comprehensive review of existing
literature reveals that SMEs worldwide are confronted with a myriad of challenges that
threaten their sustainability and growth. These challenges encompass increased market
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competitiveness, international finance and economic crises, the rapid evolution of information
and communication technologies, the emergence of multinational and transnational firms,
shifting consumer preferences, trade dumping, international terrorism, religious conflicts, and
trade wars (Naradda Gamage et al., 2020). The impact of these challenges is particularly
pronounced in South Africa, where SMEs are crucial drivers of economic growth and job
creation. In the South African context, SMEs face unique challenges that are shaped by the
country's economic, social, and regulatory environment. For instance, SMEs in South Africa
must contend with issues such as limited access to finance, inadequate infrastructure, and a
complex regulatory framework (Small Enterprise Development Agency, 2020). Furthermore,
SMEs in South Africa must also navigate the challenges posed by economic globalization,
including increased competition from foreign firms and the need to adapt to changing
consumer preferences and technological advancements. To survive and thrive in this
challenging environment, SMEs in South Africa must develop and implement effective
survival strategies that enable them to respond to global challenges. This may involve
investing in new technologies, developing innovative products and services, and building
strategic partnerships with other firms and stakeholders. By adopting a proactive and
adaptable approach, SMEs in South Africa can mitigate the risks associated with economic
globalization and capitalize on the opportunities it presents. The study by Naradda Gamage
et al. (2020) highlights the importance of understanding the survival strategies of SMEs in the
industrial sector, with a particular focus on sustainability-related policies. The findings of this
study underscore the need for SMEs to develop a comprehensive theoretical understanding
of the strategies that can be employed to address global challenges and ensure long-term
sustainability. In conclusion, the challenges facing SMEs in South Africa are complex and
multifaceted, requiring a nuanced and context-specific approach to address them. By
understanding the global challenges confronting SMEs and developing effective survival
strategies, SMEs in South Africa can enhance their resilience and competitiveness, ultimately
contributing to the country's economic growth and development.

A significant difficulty encountered by SMEs in South Africa is intense rivalry from larger
organizations (Makwara, 2022). A study by Mugano (2024) indicates that SMEs in South
Africa have significant rivalry from larger enterprises, hindering their ability to acquire market
share and attain growth. This competition poses significant challenges for small and medium-
sized legal businesses in Durban, South Africa, as they vie for clients and talent against
larger firms. Competition may result in diminished market share, lowered revenue, and
eventually, corporate failure (Otto, 2025). Alongside rivalry, SMEs in South Africa contend
with an excessively regulated business environment. World Bank research (2020) indicates
that South Africa possesses a convoluted and onerous regulatory framework that hampers
the operation and growth of SMEs (Owoseni & Ahwireng-Obeng, 2024). This poses
significant challenges for small and medium-sized legal businesses, which must comply with
intricate regulatory mandates, including the Legal Practice Act (Xulu, 2025).

The regulatory framework may result in heightened compliance expenses, administrative
challenges, and diminished competitiveness. Small and medium-sized enterprises in the
legal sector of South Africa necessitate specific skills and knowledge, hence making it
imperative for them to invest in human capital (Enaifoghe, 2024). Nonetheless, obtaining
financing to support these expenditures might be a considerable barrier. A study by Mago
and Toro (2018) indicates that SMEs in South Africa have considerable obstacles in securing
financing, which may hinder their capacity to invest in human capital and attain growth
(Aitana & Svotwa, 2024). The absence of financial access may result in diminished
competitiveness, less innovation, and eventually, business failure (Almeida, 2024). To
address these difficulties, SMEs in the legal sector can utilize technology to optimize
operations, enhance efficiency, and save costs. A study by Kgomotso and Fourie (2020)
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indicates that technology utilization can enhance the competitiveness and growth of SMEs in
the legal sector (lyelolu et al. 2024). Technology can facilitate SMEs in automating repetitive
operations, enhancing client communication, and augmenting their internet Vvisibility.
According to Saah (2021), SMEs are considered effective instruments for tackling
globalization and alleviating poverty in Africa due to their agility and swift flexibility. In the
context of South Africa, SMEs in the legal sector face unique challenges that impact their
growth and survival. While Saah's (2021) study focused on Nigeria, some of the challenges
identified are relevant to the South African context. For instance, insufficient financial support
is a significant constraint for SMEs in South Africa, where access to funding is limited, and
financial institutions are often hesitant to provide loans to small businesses. Additionally, poor
management, corruption, inadequate infrastructure, and fluctuations in demand for goods
and services can also affect the growth and prosperity of SMEs in the legal sector. In South
Africa, SMEs in the legal sector must navigate a complex regulatory environment, which can
be a significant challenge. The Legal Practice Act, for example, imposes certain requirements
on legal practitioners, which can be burdensome for small firms. Furthermore, the increasing
demand for affordable legal services has put pressure on SMEs in the legal sector to reduce
costs while maintaining quality. The challenges facing SMEs in the legal sector in South
Africa are multifaceted and require a nuanced understanding of the specific context. By
recognizing the challenges that SMEs face, policymakers and stakeholders can develop
targeted interventions to support the growth and survival of these businesses. In the South
African legal sector, SMEs must develop strategies to overcome these challenges, such as
investing in technology, developing innovative services, and building strategic partnerships
with other firms and stakeholders.

Research by Kusi, Opata, and Narh (2015) highlights the significance of Micro, Small, and
Medium Scale Enterprises (MSMEs) in driving economic growth and development in
countries like Ghana. Their study focused on identifying the challenges faced by MSMEs in
Ghana and proposing effective solutions to enhance their viability. The findings revealed that
MSMEs in Ghana are often managed by young individuals and female operators with limited
education, and face significant challenges, including a lack of skilled labor, limited access to
credit, and reliance on self-funding. While the study's findings are relevant to the Ghanaian
context, they may not be directly applicable to the South African context, particularly in the
city of Durban. However, the study's recommendations for supporting MSMEs, such as the
establishment of a consolidated board to oversee support institutions and the creation of an
MSME fund, are worth considering in the South African context. In South Africa, SMEs in the
legal sector face unique challenges that require tailored solutions. For instance, SMEs in the
legal sector may require specialized support and funding to navigate the complex regulatory
environment and meet the demands of an increasingly competitive market. Policymakers and
stakeholders can draw lessons from the Ghanaian experience and develop targeted
interventions to support the growth and survival of SMEs in the legal sector in Durban, South
Africa. The geographical gap in research highlights the need for studies that focus
specifically on the challenges faced by SMEs in the South African context.

By understanding the specific challenges and opportunities facing SMEs in Durban,
policymakers and stakeholders can develop effective strategies to support their growth and
contribution to the local economy.

According to Msomi and Olarewaju (2021), the slow growth and high failure rate of small
enterprises in South Africa can be attributed to inadequate financing. Their study investigated
the factors influencing the financial sustainability of small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) in South Africa, focusing on the construction, manufacturing, retail, and agricultural
industries. The research employed a quantitative approach, collecting data from 304 SME
owners and/or managers through purposive sampling. The findings revealed that financial
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knowledge, budgeting, accounting abilities, and access to funding are significant predictors
of SMEs' financial sustainability. Specifically, budgeting and access to funds were found to
have the most substantial impact, with coefficients of 0.425 and 0.373, respectively. These
results suggest that SMEs with better budgeting practices and access to funding are more
likely to achieve financial sustainability. The study's conclusions underscore the importance
of financial literacy and access to funding for SMEs' success. To improve the financial
sustainability of SMEs, the authors recommend implementing workshops, training sessions,
and seminars to enhance financial literacy. Additionally, they suggest allocating sufficient
funds for ongoing training and development of small business owners, supported by financial
experts. These findings have implications for SMEs in the legal sector in South Africa,
highlighting the need for financial management skills and access to funding to ensure long-
term sustainability. By prioritizing financial literacy and access to funding, SMEs in the legal
sector can better navigate the challenges they face and achieve financial sustainability.

According to Madzimure and Tau (2021), Small to Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in South
Africa face significant challenges that contribute to a high failure rate of 75% within the first
42 months of operation. Their study focused on SMEs in the Metsimaholo municipality, Free
State province, and identified several key challenges that impact SME sustainability. The
research revealed that economic factors play a crucial role in determining SME sustainability.
Additionally, SMEs face obstacles such as intense competition from immigrant businesses,
logistical challenges in inventory management, inadequate management skills, ineffective
marketing strategies, poor financial practices, and limited access to funding. To overcome
these challenges, SMEs can adopt various strategies, including seeking business skills
coaching and support, diversifying their product portfolios, and reinvesting earnings to
improve performance. Collaboration among SMEs can also help address competition, while
negotiating reduced transportation costs for bulk purchases can improve efficiency. While the
study's findings are specific to the Metsimaholo municipality, they have implications for SMEs
in other contexts, including the legal sector in Durban, South Africa. SMEs in the legal sector
may face similar challenges, such as limited access to funding, inadequate management
skills, and intense competition. By understanding these challenges and adopting effective
strategies, SMEs in the legal sector can improve their sustainability and contribute to the
growth and development of the local economy.

Research Methodology

In order to achieve the objectives of the study on is nature of challenges experienced by
leaders and owner-managers of small to medium-sized legal firms in implementing long-term
survival strategies in Durban, researchers employed a qualitative research approach. In this
view, the study was hinged within the premise of the interpretivism research philosophy that
seeks to understand the subjective meaning of social phenomena by exploring how
individuals interpret and make sense of their experiences within specific contexts (Saunders
& Townsend 2018). The researchers adopted an exploratory research design. To satisfy the
objectives of the study, the researchers conducted 14 interviews with the participants
purposively drawn from small and medium legal firms in Durban. Semi structured interviews
allowed for an in-depth exploration of participants' experiences, perspectives, and practices
related to is nature of challenges experienced by leaders and owner-managers of small to
medium-sized legal firms in implementing long-term survival strategies in Durban. It
facilitates the emergence of patterns, themes, and theoretical insights grounded in the
empirical data collected. These research participants who were deemed to have a full
understanding of legal happenings with the legal firms in Durban included management and
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such owners of the legal firms. The sample size of 14 was not prefixed but was largely
reached and determined by the principle of saturation where beyond reaching a certain level,
there was no new information being received, hence avoiding information redundancy
interviewing stopped at the 13 interview participants. The presentation of data was
qualitatively done in doing producing similar themes hence thematic analysis. This
exploratory qualitative study employed thematic analysis to unravel the challenges faced by
small to medium-sized legal firms that has threatened their survival in Durban. Thematic
analysis is a widely used method in qualitative research, focusing on identifying, analysing,
and interpreting patterns of meaning (or "themes") within qualitative data (Creswell & Poth,
2016). This method was particularly useful in understanding is nature of challenges
experienced by leaders and owner-managers of small to medium-sized legal firms in
implementing long-term survival strategies in Durban. The analysis process involved
familiarisation with the data, coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the final report (Braun and Clarke 2022). The analysis of data
involved a thorough familiarization in which all interview transcripts were read multiple times
to gain an in-depth understanding of the content. Coding was manually done and
systematically which involved assigning meaningful labels to significant statements and
phrases relevant to the challenges faced by the legal firms. Thereafter the codes were then
grouped into broader categories by identifying similarities and patterns, which then led to the
emergence of preliminary themes. The themes were then further reviewed and refined
through comparison with the original data to ensure they accurately represented participants’
experiences. Finally, the defined themes were clearly named and organized to produce a
coherent narrative that directly addresses the study’s objective of unravelling the challenges
being faced by SMEs in the legal sector.

Results and Findings

The study identified various institutional challenges that small to medium-sized legal firms
were facing in implementing long term survival strategies. These challenges include (1)
increased competition, (2) client cost sensitivity, (3) limited resources for investing in new
technology and training, and (4) overregulation of practices. Figure 1 word cloud analysis
shows the various challenges being faced by such small to medium legal firms in Durban
South Africa.

10
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Figure 2: Word cloud themes
Source: Primary data (2025)

Increased Competition

One of the challenges highlighted by the interview participants is the increased competition

within the legal sector. Many of the participants mentioned that there is a growing number of
new entrants, and these new firms often undercut established firms by offering lower fees.
This trend makes it challenging for existing firms to retain clients while maintaining their
operational costs.

"There is a lot of competition in Durban. Many new firms are opening, and they can offer
lower fees because they don't have the same overheads. This means we have to find ways
to add value that clients are willing to pay for" (Participant 4).

Participants also noted that the rise of alternative legal service providers, such as online
platforms and freelance legal professionals, has intensified competition. These new players
are often able to provide more affordable services, putting pressure on traditional law firms to
innovate and rethink their pricing models.

One participant shared their perspective on the challenges posed by these alternative
providers:

"The rise of online legal platforms has really changed the game. Clients now have more
options, and many of these platforms are able to offer lower prices because they operate
with much lower overheads. We've had to focus on providing personalised services and
building strong client relationships to differentiate ourselves” (Participant 12).

Another participant emphasised the need for continuous innovation to stay
competitive:

"We can't just rely on the same strategies that worked a decade ago. The market is evolving,
and so must we. We are constantly looking for ways to streamline our processes and offer
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better value to our clients, whether through technology or more efficient service delivery”
(Participant 9).

A respondent also highlighted the challenges of competing with freelance legal professionals:

"Freelancers have become a major source of competition because they can offer their
services at a lower rate without the overhead costs that traditional firms have. This has
forced us to rethink our pricing models and focus on the unique value we can provide, such
as personalised attention and specialised expertise” (Participant 13).

Another participant mentioned the importance of client relationships in the face of growing
competition:

"With so many new entrants, building strong client relationships has become more important
than ever. Clients need to see the value in staying with us rather than moving to a cheaper
alternative. We invest time in understanding their needs and providing tailored solutions”
(Participant 6).

Client Cost Sensitivity

Overall, increased competition, both from new market entrants and alternative legal service
providers, has forced small to medium-sized legal firms to innovate, adapt their pricing
models, and find ways to add value that sets them apart from the competition.

Participants in the study highlighted that client are becoming increasingly cost-sensitive,
often shopping around for legal services based on price. This heightened price
consciousness has created significant pressure on firms to reduce their fees, impacting
profitability and long-term sustainability.

"Clients today want a fixed price or a reduced rate, and they are very conscious about costs.
It can be difficult to find the balance between offering competitive rates and maintaining
profitability” (Participant 1).

Participants noted that clients are now more informed and frequently compare prices across
firms before making a decision. This behaviour has compelled firms not only to compete on
price but also to emphasise the added value they offer, such as specialised expertise or
personalised service.

"Clients are becoming very price-driven, and they have no hesitation in negotiating fees or
asking for discounts. It's becoming more challenging to maintain a healthy profit margin”
(Participant 2).

Another participant echoed this sentiment, stating,

"We are constantly being asked to justify our fees. Clients will come to us with quotes from
multiple firms, and we have to explain why our services might be priced higher" (Participant
3).

In addition to client-driven cost sensitivity, participants also revealed the growing influence of
banks on legal practitioners. Legal firms that are part of bank panels face significant pressure
to offer steep discounts, sometimes up to 50%, on their fees. Banks make it clear that
refusing to comply with these demands can result in the firm losing instructions entirely.

Participant 4 agreed, adding,

"We've had to lower our fees drastically just to remain on the panel. This level of discount is
not sustainable, but we don't have a choice."

Limited Resources
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This has made it essential for firms to differentiate themselves not only on cost but also on
the unique value they provide to clients.

Another challenge faced by small to medium-sized firms is the limited resources available to
invest in new technologies and employee training. Many participants explained that while
they understand the value of adopting advanced technology to improve efficiency, financial
constraints make it difficult to invest in these technologies or provide the necessary training
for their employees.

"We know that technology can help us improve our services, but it's not always feasible to
make those investments given our budget limitations" (Participant 8).

Participants emphasised that without sufficient funding, it becomes challenging to stay
competitive in a rapidly evolving market.

"There are so many new tools that could really streamline our processes, but the initial costs
are a big barrier for us. We need to be selective about where we allocate our limited
resources” (Participant 9).

Limited resources also impact training efforts.

"Training is crucial if we want our staff to keep up with the latest changes, but specialised
training programs are expensive, and we often don't have the funds to support that"
(Participant 12).

Overregulation of Practice

This situation further exacerbates the challenge of limited resources, as smaller firms not
only struggle to provide continuous professional development but also to retain their trained
staff in the face of competition from larger, well-resourced firms.

Overall, the lack of resources for investing in new technology and training presents a
significant challenge for small to medium-sized firms, limiting their ability to improve
efficiency, enhance service quality, and remain competitive in the long run.

Participants also highlighted that overregulation within the legal sector presents a significant
challenge to the sustainability of small to medium-sized legal firms. They described the
regulatory environment as overly complex and burdensome, which not only affects their
ability to operate efficiently but also directly impacts profitability. The time spent on
compliance with regulatory requirements is time taken away from billable activities that
generate income for the firm. Moreover, many participants mentioned that to meet
compliance standards, they are often compelled to outsource certain regulatory tasks, which
incurs additional costs, further eroding profitability.

"There are so many regulations that we have to comply with, and keeping up with all of them
is a constant struggle. It takes a lot of time and resources that could otherwise be used to
serve our clients" (Participant 13).

Several participants noted that the administrative burden associated with regulatory
compliance often requires dedicated staff or external consultants, which adds to the costs of
running the firm.

"We spend a significant amount of our time on compliance-related activities, which is not
billable work. This affects our profitability and puts us at a disadvantage compared to larger
firms that have dedicated compliance teams" (Participant13).

Overall, participants expressed that overregulation creates significant operational challenges,
including increased administrative burden, higher costs, and limitations on innovation. These
factors make it difficult for small to medium-sized firms to compete effectively and ensure
their long-term sustainability.
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Discussion of findings

The challenges faced by SMEs that were unearthed in this study, which included increased
competition, client price sensitivity, overregulation, and limited resources, can be effectively
examined through the lens of the Higgins 8S Model (Higgins, 2005). lllustratively, an element
such as the element of strategy highlights the need for these legal firms to adopt more
flexible and transparent pricing models to remain competitive and responsive to client
demands. Systems and structure are equally critical, as outdated or rigid operational
processes and organizational frameworks may hinder firms’ ability to adapt quickly to
regulatory pressures and market changes. Additionally, skills and staff play a pivotal role in
equipping the firm to innovate and implement new pricing strategies, while shared values
influence how transparency and client-centric approaches are embraced within the firm’s
culture. By aligning these elements, small to medium-sized legal firms can better navigate
their resource constraints and regulatory environment, ultimately improving their capacity for
sustainable growth.

Participants frequently highlighted heightened competition, especially from new entrants and
alternative legal service providers, as a substantial concern for small to medium-sized law
firms. This corresponds with Abdulsalam, Tajudeen, & Francis (2024) who observe that
intensified competition in the legal sector frequently leads to pricing pressures and
diminished profitability, compelling firms to re-evaluate their service differentiation strategies.
Consistent with these findings are the works of Sitharam & Hoque (2016), who assert that
competition has intensified and impacted the growth of small enterprises. Sitharam and
Hoque (2016) asserted that businesses must make decisions addressing not only survival
opportunities but also development in a fluctuating environment characterized by dynamic
competition, where each competitor endeavours to achieve the impossible for survival.

Client cost sensitivity was another major challenge, with clients increasingly shopping around
for lower fees. This trend is supported by the literature, which highlights the growing
emphasis on cost efficiency in the legal sector (Fatoki, 2021). To address this challenge,
firms adopted alternative fee arrangements and focused on transparent pricing to maintain
client satisfaction. Similar insights by Zulu, & Nkuna, (2022) from their dataset identify price
sensitivity, one of the factors that that stimulate purchase behaviour by customers in the
small and medium sized firms. Zulu, & Nkuna, (2022) furthermore outlines that, price
sensitivity determines the product purchase intention which has been jeopardised by
increased industry competition.

Limited resources for investing in new technology and training were highlighted as key
obstacles to sustainability. This finding aligns with Masri and Jaaron (2017), who argue that
small firms often face financial constraints that limit their ability to adopt advanced technology
or provide continuous professional development. Msomi and Maharaj (2022) share a similar
perspective, emphasizing that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are crucial
drivers of economic growth globally. Nevertheless, limited access to credit financing poses a
significant obstacle to these businesses' ability to transition from mere profitability to
sustained growth and long-term viability.

The study's findings underscore the significant challenge of overregulation in the
environment where small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), particularly legal firms,
operate in Durban. This highly regulated environment not only creates barriers to entry but
also hampers the growth and success of existing SMEs. The overregulation faced by SMEs
in Durban's legal sector is consistent with previous research that highlights the complexities
and challenges associated with navigating regulatory frameworks. Numerous scholars have
shared similar findings, emphasizing the adverse effects of overregulation on SMEs. For
instance, Jabeen & Khattak (2021) found that lengthy approval times for loans and collateral
requirements are major obstacles that inhibit the success of SMEs in the Southern African
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region. Similarly, Gumel, & Bardai, (2021) noted that regulatory barriers can limit access to
finance for SMEs, hindering their growth and development. Furthermore, studies by van
Groeneveld, (2024) have shown that excessive regulation can stifle innovation and
entrepreneurship, particularly among SMEs. This is because overregulation can divert time
and resources away from core business activities, limit innovation, and hinder growth and
expansion. Other scholars, such as Dlamini, (2023), have emphasized the importance of a
conducive business environment for SME development, arguing that regulatory frameworks
should be designed to promote entrepreneurship and innovation, rather than creating
unnecessary barriers. The impact of overregulation on SMEs in Durban's legal sector can be
far-reaching. Complex licensing and registration processes, stringent regulatory
requirements, and limited access to finance can all contribute to an environment that is
challenging for SMEs to navigate (Bello, Idemudia, & lyelolu, 2024). This can lead to reduced
competitiveness, as SMEs may struggle to compete with larger firms that have more
resources to devote to regulatory compliance. Additionally, overregulation can hinder the
growth and expansion of SMEs, limiting their potential to contribute to the local economy
(Akang, 2023). Furthermore, excessive regulation can stifle innovation, limiting the ability of
SMEs to adapt to changing market conditions. In light of these findings, it is essential for
policymakers and regulatory bodies to reassess the regulatory framework governing SMEs in
Durban's legal sector. By simplifying regulatory processes and reducing bureaucratic
hurdles, SMEs can thrive and contribute to the region's economic development. One
potential approach is to streamline regulatory processes, such as simplifying licensing and
registration procedures, to reduce the administrative burden on SMEs. Additionally,
implementing regulatory impact assessments can help identify areas for improvement and
ensure that regulations are designed to promote entrepreneurship and innovation. Overall,
the findings of this study highlight the need for a more balanced and SME-friendly regulatory
approach as overregulation has stifled growth and development of small and medium
enterprises in Durban legal sector. By adopting such an approach, policymakers can create
an environment that fosters entrepreneurship, innovation, and growth, ultimately contributing
to the economic development of the region.

Managerial Implications

The managerial implications of the current study may be enriched through the application
of Higgins' 85 Model, which emphasizes the need for alignment among eight critical
organizational elements: strategy, structure, systems, style, skills, staff, shared values, and
speed. Findings reveal that many small to medium-sized legal firms in Durban struggle with
misalignments across these elements, especially limited resources that impede their growth
and survival. The increased competition, client price sensitivity, overregulation, and limited
resources faced by these firms necessitate a shift towards more flexible and transparent
pricing models. In order to stay competitive and meet the evolving demands of a cost-
sensitive client base, small and medium-sized law firms in Durban must prioritize client-
centric pricing strategies. This involves adopting pricing models that provide transparency
and predictability in legal expenses, such as fixed or capped fees, subscription-based
services, and alternative fee arrangements. By doing so, firms can foster trust and
satisfaction among their clients, who are increasingly seeking clarity and assurance in their
legal costs. The adoption of client-centric pricing strategies is particularly crucial in the
context of increased competition in the legal services market. As clients have more options to
choose from, they are becoming more discerning and price-sensitive, seeking value for
money and transparency in their legal expenses. Firms that fail to adapt to these changing
client needs risk losing their competitive edge and struggling to attract and retain clients.
Furthermore, the study's findings highlight the importance of developing pricing strategies
that align with clients' financial needs and priorities. By offering fixed fees for certain routine
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services, for instance, firms can provide clients with clarity and assurance, reducing concerns
about variable billing and positioning the firm as a transparent and client-focused service
provider. This approach not only improves client retention but also attracts new clients who
prioritize cost-effectiveness and value. In the context of overregulation and limited resources,
the adoption of client-centric pricing strategies can also help small and medium-sized law
firms in Durban to differentiate themselves from larger firms and establish a competitive
advantage. By prioritizing transparency, flexibility, and value, firms can build strong
relationships with their clients and establish a reputation for excellence in the legal services
market. Overall, the study's findings emphasize the need for small and medium-sized law
firms in Durban to be proactive and adaptable in response to the changing demands of their
clients and the increasingly competitive legal services market. By developing client-centric
pricing strategies and prioritizing transparency, flexibility, and value, firms can stay
competitive, attract and retain clients, and ultimately achieve long-term success.

Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

The study’s primary objective focused on unravelling challenges that leaders and owner-
managers of small to medium-sized legal firms in Durban face when attempting to implement
long-term survival strategies. A prominent challenge that came through this study was the
increased competition from both new market entrants and alternative legal service providers,
such as online legal platforms and freelance legal professionals. Many participants reported
feeling pressured to lower their fees to remain competitive, which can strain profitability and
hinder the ability to invest in growth initiatives. Moreover, clients’ heightened cost sensitivity
amplified this challenge, as they increasingly seek legal services at lower rates or opt for
providers that offer more flexible pricing structures. This price-driven market dynamic forces
firms to balance competitive pricing with the need to sustain quality services, a compromise
that can be challenging for smaller firms with limited resources. The challenges faced by
SMEs that were unearthed in this study, which included increased competition, client price
sensitivity, overregulation, and limited resources, which were examined through the lens of
the Higgins 8S Model. Using the lens of the Huggins 8S model, there is need for alignment
by SMEs in the legal sector with the Huggins 8S elements of strategy, structure, systems,
style, skills, staff, shared values, and speed so that legal firms can better navigate their
resource constraints and overregulated environment, ultimately improving their capacity for
sustainable growth. The study also concludes that the scarcity of resources for technology
adoption and employee training, both essential components for sustainable growth. Many
small to medium-sized firms lack the capital to invest in advanced legal technology, which
could otherwise streamline processes and improve client service efficiency. Furthermore,
limited budgets often restricted firms from providing continuous training for their staff, which
is necessary for keeping up with changing regulations, emerging legal fields, and new
technological skills. This inability to invest in technology and training hampered the firms'
operational efficiency and innovation capabilities, creating a competitive disadvantage
compared to larger, well-funded firms. The lack of accessible resources for professional
development also contributed to employee turnover, as employees sought better
opportunities at firms that offered more robust career development paths.

Based on the findings, this study recommends the adoption of targeted business strategies
to address challenges in areas such as client cost sensitivity and technology integration.
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Recommendations also focus on strengthening collaboration within the legal community,
leveraging partnerships to share resources, and fostering a culture of resilience to improve
adaptability and long-term success. The study was carried out in the context of Durban,
environs, in South Africa, however it may be may be difficult to generalise current study’s
finding to the whole provinces of South Africa. Future researchers may thus conduct a study
on the challenges facing small and medium sized legal firms in the whole spectrum of South
African Provinces. This will allow for the generalisability of findings.
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