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Although the literature on COVID-19 is expanding, particularly in relation to crisis management
responses pursued by large tourism enterprises, currently few studies exist on the responses of small
tourism firms and more specifically of the crisis management practices of small and microaccom-
modation establishments. The aim in this study is to investigate the business management responses
of small tourism firms to the COVID-19 pandemic crisis and restrictions in South Africa. Themes
of concern are whether enterprises have been able to sustain operations and adopt certain coping
mechanisms or management strategies to mitigate the pandemic’s impact. The article reports on
an interview survey of small and microenterprises engaged in accommodation services (N = 75) in
South Africa under lockdown restrictions as a means of assessing the responses and coping strategies
during an unprecedented crisis of this core component of the country’s tourism industry. Among key
findings are that small and microlodging firms that have suffered severe financial losses because of
the COVID-19 shock have few viable mechanisms to cope with the impact of the crisis and that gov-
ernment support to aid recovery has been insufficient in South Africa. This research contributes to the
limited body of international scholarship that examines how small and microaccommodation firms,
a major group and contributor of many economies, are navigating the unprecedented COVID-19
environment.
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major overlapping clusters of emerging research
(Kwok & Koh, 2021). First, is “transformation,”
which is forward-looking to the extent that it ana-
lyzes the prospects for restructuring tourism and
offers postpandemic outlooks; second is “ramifica-
tion,” which involves empirical assessments of the
pandemic’s impacts on destinations, tourism busi-
nesses, and consumer behavior; and, third is “adap-
tation,” which encompasses responses in terms of
new technologies, business practices, as well as the
capacity of destinations and tourism businesses to
adapt to change and build resilience (Kwok & Koh,
2021).

Arguably, the global crisis accompanying the
spread of COVID-19 has changed fundamentally
the operational environment for tourism and hos-
pitality firms that are compelled now to operate in
newer and more resilient ways in terms of chang-
ing priorities and responses (Verma & Gustafsson,
2020). The significance of “organizational resil-
ience,” a contested concept defined essentially as
an organization’s ability to manage uncertainty, is
viewed as crucial for the success (as well as con-
tinued survival) of the majority of tourism busi-
nesses (Prayag et al., 2018; Tanner, 2021). One
topic of growing concern in the light of COVID-19
pandemic impacts is the management responses
of tourism firms (Alves et al., 2020; Baum et al.,
2020; Bougas da Silva et al., 2021; Campbell &
Kubickova, 2020; Gossling et al., 2021). Of par-
ticular significance is the responses of small tour-
ism firms, including of microenterprises, which
constitute the largest numerical segment of busi-
nesses in the tourism sector representing its back-
bone or “economic lifeblood” in most countries
(R. Thomas et al., 2011, p. 963). For the cohort of
small tourism firms in the US, Bartik et al. (2020a)
pointed to COVID-19 mass closures and layoffs,
stressing that many such establishments will find it
“extremely difficult to stay in business” (p. 17666).
Sobaih et al. (2021) observed a paucity of research
on tourism organizational resilience with respect
to COVID-19. This said, while the literature on
COVID-19 is expanding, particularly in relation to
crisis management responses pursued by large tour-
ism enterprises (cf. Hemmington & Neill, 2021; Lai
& Wong, 2020; Nhamo et al., 2020; Rivera et al.,
2021), currently few studies exist on the responses
of small tourism firms and more specifically of the

crisis management practices of microaccommoda-
tion establishments (see Kukanja et al., 2020; Tan-
ner, 2021).

Against this backdrop the aim in this study is
to investigate the business management responses
of small and microaccommodation firms to the
COVID-19 pandemic crisis and restrictions. Themes
of concern are whether enterprises have been able
to sustain operations and adopt certain coping
mechanisms or management strategies to mitigate
the pandemic’s impact. In addition, the effects on
employment, the prospects for enterprises, and the
perceived effectiveness of government support mea-
sures are scrutinized. Our geographical setting is the
global South where in the pre-COVID environment
many governments utilized tourism to diversify
their economies that were vulnerable to, for exam-
ple, the impacts of global change and economic
globalization (Novelli et al., 2021; Saarinen & Rog-
erson, 2021). The specific context is South Africa
where the segment of small and microenterprises,
particularly those in the accommodation and hos-
pitality subsectors, make a significant contribution
to the country’s tourism economy.' Arguably, as the
microenterprise sector of South African tourism is
female dominated, it is women who are at the fore-
front of addressing the business management chal-
lenges resulting from the COVID-19 restrictions in
South African tourism (Casale & Posel, 2020).

This research on the crisis responses of small
and microaccommodation enterprises addresses
a knowledge gap concerning tourism small firms
in sub-Saharan Africa. Analysis is pursued of
the consequences of the pandemic for, and crisis
responses by, small business owners operating in
the lodging sector. The study unpacks the responses
to the unfolding pandemic undertaken by owner-
managers of small and microaccommodation ser-
vice establishments (N = 75) in South Africa’s
Eastern and Western Cape provinces during stage
two of national lockdown (June—July 2020). The
researched small enterprises operate at the “coal-
face” of the tourism sector and are highly vulnera-
ble to COVID-19 ramifications. In the environment
of the global South a segment of such tourism
businesses frequently straddle both the formal
tourism sector and the wider, less clearly defined,
informal sector of tourism (Adams & Sandarapa,
2018; Dahles & Keune, 2002). The existence of a
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precarious informal economy within the group of
microaccommodation providers in South Africa
has been well-documented (Booyens, 2021; Centre
for Development and Enterprise, 2020; Hofacker
& Gebauer, 2021; C. M. Rogerson, 2005, 2008).
Overall, it is evidenced that while these businesses
(and their employees) are particularly exposed to
the impacts of crises often they fall through the
policy cracks, being beyond the reach and scope of
the formal rescue packages that governments may
have instituted in response to COVID-19 (Nhamo
et al., 2020; Rogan & Skinner, 2020).

The analysis is structured as follows. Section
two outlines literature on small firms’ business
responses in tourism for coping with the chal-
lenges brought on by COVID-19. In section three,
as geographical setting small firms are situated
within recent postapartheid development of tour-
ism in South Africa, including the country’s initial
response to the onset of COVID-19 and its tourism
consequences. In section four we report on research
methods and outline the study areas. The quantita-
tive and qualitative findings are analyzed in section
five and situated within a comparative international
perspective in section Six.

Literature Context

Globally, while the tourism industry is domi-
nated by small, medium, and microenterprises, the
literature on organizational resilience and the crisis
management responses of firms is weighted towards
larger tourism organizations (Kukanja et al., 2020;
Prayag et al., 2018; Tanner, 2021). Small tourism
and hospitality firms, however, are revealed at risk
in times of crisis and change in the macroenviron-
ment (Alves et al., 2020; He et al., 2020). Hu et
al. (2021) averred that in the tourism sector “small-
sized businesses appear particularly vulnerable to
the pandemic” (p. 1). This said, as demonstrated by
Brouder and Eriksson (2013), at the best of times
in the pre-COVID-19 era, the failure rates of small
tourism firms, especially of start-ups, are high.
Microenterprises in particular are those viewed as
most vulnerable to unforeseen challenges in times
of an external crisis such as a pandemic (Alves et
al., 2020; Tiirkcan & Erkus-Oztiirk, 2020).

Although several factors impact the survival of
tourism firms, size is a key determinant as typically

small firms are financially fragile, which corre-
spondingly determines the availability of resources
and skills necessary to adapt to change (Bartik et
al., 2020a, 2020b; Crespi-Cladera et al., 2021). In
addition to size, further influences upon the “stay-
ing power” of small tourism firms include the age,
management capabilities, cost and financial struc-
tures, business cycles, and location (Brouder &
Eriksson, 2013; He et al., 2020; Lado-Sestayo et
al., 2016). With respect to location, place-specific
assets and local networks are vital for small firm
survival (Brouder & Eriksson, 2013). The vulnera-
bility of small tourism businesses is not unexpected
and replicates previous experience during crises (cf.
Biggs et al., 2012; Novelli et al., 2018). Because
of the financial distress caused by the pandemic,
small firms particularly face solvency issues and
thus will struggle to pay debts and survive (Bartik
et al., 2020a, 2020b; Crespi-Cladera et al., 2021).
This reflects their financial fragility and, frequently,
“hand-to-mouth” business operating models (Bartik
et al., 2020a, 2020b; Fairlie, 2020). Eggers (2020)
identified the so-called “liability of smallness™ (p.
199) and a lack of the resources (primarily finan-
cial) that can shield such small firms from exter-
nal shocks. Extant literature on the responses of
firms during COVID-19 suggests that “smallness”
allows for a certain flexibility that enhances their
adaptability in certain respects (Alves et al., 2021).
However, adaptation that can also be understood as
making small/incremental changes, improvements,
or upgrades should not be conflated with innova-
tion (Booyens & Rogerson, 2016). Lodging firms
appear to be more exposed than other hospitality
firms, such as restaurants, due to their difficulty
in accessing alternative revenue streams in times
of crisis (Sobaih et al., 2021; Tiirkcan & Erkus-
Oztiirk, 2020).

Only a small number of studies focus explic-
itly on tourism small firms and crisis manage-
ment responses (Kukanja et al., 2020; Rogerson,
2021). The “entrepreneurial self-efficacy” of firms
involves the resourcefulness of firms to “rein-
vent” their business and innovate in times of cri-
sis (Alonso et al., 2020). Innovative firms, and
those able to adapt, are proven to be more resilient
to crisis (Sobaih et al., 2021). Accordingly, inno-
vation is put forward as a coping strategy for the
tourism sector to combat the challenges presented
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by COVID-19 (Alonso et al., 2020; Breier et al.,
2021; Bressan et al., 2021; Hemmington & Neill,
2021). A strategic focus on innovation is a planned
response to change (Sobaih et al., 2021). Research
undertaken on tourism innovation in South Africa
shows innovation depends on network relation-
ships, knowledge, and resources. Microfirms, argu-
ably, are at an “innovation disadvantage” because
these firms often do not have access to sufficient
resources and know-how to innovate or adapt suc-
cessfully (Booyens & Rogerson, 2016). Neverthe-
less, from research undertaken in Macau, Alves et
al. (2020) pointed to the high flexibility of small
firms in their reactions to the pandemic because
of “low levels of bureaucracy and limited social
responsibility compliance” (p. 1).

Seemingly, the ways whereby tourism busi-
nesses are responding to the debilitating effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic vary geographically
across different world regions as is demonstrated
by the eight country research presented by Alonso
et al., 2020, 2021). As Africa is one continent not
represented in the multicountry study it is pertinent
to investigate the management responses of tour-
ism firms in the African country worst hit by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

COVID-19 and Tourism in South Africa

In a benchmark diagnostic on the state of South
Africa’s pre-COVID-19 economy and society,
the World Bank (2018a) concluded that while the
country has come a long way since the advent of
democracy, its economic transition from a system
of exclusion under apartheid remains incomplete.
Since 1994, the tourism sector has been one of the
“growth poles” of the national economy as demo-
cratic transition provided a welcome opportunity
for reopening South Africa to international tourism
after nearly two decades of sanctions and boycotts
(World Bank, 2018b). Considerable progress has
occurred in terms of growing the tourism sector,
which by 2018 welcomed 10 million international
visitors, the majority (76%) regional tourists from
Africa. Between 1995 and 2017 direct employment
in the tourism industry more than tripled (Glocker
& Haxton, 2020).

The “commanding heights” of the tourism econ-
omy, in accommodation, transport, and tour services,

are dominated by a small cohort of (mostly) large
South African-owned enterprises. As large enter-
prises typically prioritize volume, their dominance
has the effect of “crowding-out” the operations of
small firms in certain tourism and hospitality ser-
vices. This said, in numerical terms, the major-
ity of enterprises would be classed as small firms
that include a substantial subsegment of micro-
and informal enterprises (C. M. Rogerson, 2005).
Small firms, and especially microenterprises, focus
on specialized market segments in South Africa
such as bed-and-breakfast (B&B), guesthouse, and
self-catering accommodation (Visser & Eastes,
2020; Visser et al., 2017). Before the COVID-19
crisis, the tourism sector employed approximately
710,000 people (about 4.5% of the formal work-
force) and between 2014 and 2017 had created over
64,000 new jobs, contributing an estimated 6.1% to
the GDP (gross domestic product), making tourism
of greater national significance than mining (World
Bank, 2018b; World Bank-International Finance
Corporation, 2019).

As a result of its labor-intensive character, tour-
ism has been consistently recognized by national
government as a priority economic sector and as
one of the main drivers of employment and eco-
nomic growth. The National Tourism Sector Strat-
egy is currently the key strategic policy framework
(Department of Tourism, 2017). “Transformation”
is a core objective in order to make the tourism
sector more “inclusive” (Abrahams, 2019). Within
the expanding international scholarship on inclu-
sive tourism, the South African case is distinctive
because government policy focuses on achieving
greater “inclusion” defined in terms of the incor-
poration into the mainstream economy of those
groups who were formerly disadvantaged or mar-
ginalized under apartheid, including informal firms
operating on the margins of South Africa’s formal
tourism economy (C. M. Rogerson, 2020a). The
policy emphasis is upon boosting Black South
African entrepreneurs as owners and operators of
tourism firms, in addition to Black communities
and also women and persons with disabilities as
beneficiaries of tourism as part of a commitment
to affirmative action and Broad Based Black Eco-
nomic Empowerment (BBBEE) (Abrahams, 2019;
Giddy et al., 2020). Policy interventions to support
the expansion of the niches of “rural tourism” and
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“township tourism” are considered imperative for
the transformation agenda.

In recent years, South Africa’s economy has
been characterized by lackluster, if any, growth,
alarmingly high and rising unemployment, per-
sistent income inequality, a mounting energy cri-
sis, constant downgrades by international rating
agencies, and escalating government corruption
and mismanagement (World Bank, 2018a, 2018b).
One assessment of South Africa’s tourism sector
undertaken in 2018 cautioned that it was “in dan-
ger of stagnation” with domestic tourism in decline
as a result of the weak economy and only modest
growth recorded for international tourism (World
Bank-IFC, 2019, p. 114). The advances made over
25 years by the tourism sector in terms of contrib-
uting towards economic and social development in
a democratic South Africa are now further threat-
ened by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. An
overall GDP shrinkage of 8% is projected and it was
expected the tourism economy will have contracted
by up to 75% in 2020 with 600,000 jobs at risk.
The sector has been devastated by the imposition of
border closures and a national lockdown following
the March 15, 2020 declaration of a National State
of Disaster by President Ramaphosa (Dube, 2021;
South African Tourism, 2021a).

As tourism was not classified “an essential ser-
vice,” it was required to adhere to national lock-
down regulations, which have been some of most
stringent implemented anywhere in the world,
accompanied by curfews, a ban on the sale of
alcohol, cigarettes, and “non-essential” items in
supermarkets, and a hard mobility and travel ban
(Dube, 2021; C. M. Rogerson & Rogerson, 2020a).
As occurred in many countries (see B. Thomas &
Laesser, 2020), small tourism businesses in South
Africa overnight went from being relatively stable
operations to instead facing potential bankruptcy
with retrenchment of workers and negotiated pay
cuts for others. In April 2020, the national gov-
ernment announced a risk-adjusted strategy for
a phased withdrawal from lockdown (The Presi-
dency, 2020). It offered projections of the expected
impact of lockdown across various sectors. The
most alarming were that 25% of large firms in tour-
ism would close operations and as many as 75%
of SMEs (small and medium enterprises) would
not survive the crisis. The last projection should be

contextualized by the fact that at least 95% of tour-
ism enterprises in South Africa would be classed as
SMMEs (small, medium, and microenterprises).

As a crisis response South African Tourism
(2021a) has released the Tourism Sector Recovery
Plan for resuscitating the emasculated sector. The
plan is aligned to the country’s Economic Recon-
struction and Recovery Plan. In addition, national
government launched a ZAR 200 million Tourism
Relief Fund, which is in accord with its vision to
ensure “inclusive tourism” (Department of Tour-
ism, 2020a). Eligibility is indicated to include all
forms of accommodation establishments, hospi-
tality and related services, and travel and related
services. Nevertheless, as the Tourism Relief Fund
is administered in line with government’s objec-
tives of economic transformation and guided by
the Tourism BBBEE Codes of Good Practice, it
is in practice therefore geared to support (mainly)
Black-owned small tourism firms (C. M. Rogerson
& Rogerson, 2020a). It was announced that in order
to qualify for aid, businesses would have to prove
they are in distress because of COVID-19. The
fine-print details of the distribution criteria for this
fund make clear, however, that it is aligned directly
with government’s empowerment programs in
tourism (Kubayi-Ngubane, 2020). During 2020 the
tourism relief support of ZAR 200 million was paid
in a capped maximum amount of ZAR 50,000 (a
once-off payment of US$3,314 per firm) to 4,000
tourism enterprises. Beyond the dedicated Tour-
ism Relief Fund, formal tourism enterprises have
received support mainly from the Unemployment
Insurance Fund (UIF) with around 50,000 firms
and employees reportedly benefiting from the UIF’s
Temporary Employee Relief Scheme (Department
of Tourism, 2020b). According to labor legislation
employers need to pay UIF contributions on behalf
of employees, which is deducted from their sala-
ries; UIF benefits are claimable when employees
become unemployed.

Methodology and Study Areas

At a time of COVID-19 lockdown restrictions
in place, the empirical investigation involved a tel-
ephonic survey of 75 accommodation enterprises
that was conducted in the Eastern and Western
Cape Provinces in South Africa. The survey was
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researcher administered by means of a semistruc-
tured questionnaire between June and July 2020
when the country was in stage two of national lock-
down. During stages one and two, hard mobility
and travel restrictions had been implemented and
accommodation establishments were not allowed
to operate, save for a few that offered quarantine
services during this time (Dube, 2021; C. M. Rog-
erson & Rogerson, 2020a).

The samples were determined purposely. The
use of a purposive samples was necessitated owing
to the poor quality of official tourism databases,
which is a continual challenge to tourism survey
research in South Africa (Booyens, 2018) and more
widely for sub-Saharan Africa as a whole (Moswete
& Darley, 2012). Accommodation establishments
in three areas were targeted specifically. The
authors used databases compiled by the researchers
with listings triangulated from local area listings,
internet searches, and field audits that earlier had
been conducted for two of the surveyed areas. The
tourism enterprises lists used in this study included
traceable tourism businesses in each area. Simple
random sampling was used when contacting poten-
tial respondents. A target of 20-30 interviews was

set for each area, and 25 interviews were completed
per area. The three study areas were: 1) periurban
neighborhoods around Cape Town in especially
(but not exclusively) the townships of Langa and
Khayelitsha; 2) the Overstrand Local Municipality
centered on Hermanus with its surrounding small
coastal settlements; and, 3) a spread of urban places
in Eastern Cape province (Fig. 1).

The three case studies were selected as rep-
resenting urban localities with different tourism
development trajectories and characteristics. Two
of the case studies focused on Western Cape. Entre-
preneurs in Cape Town are typically part of the
post-1994 movement for the emergence of a new
economy of township tourism that opened up local
business opportunities for residents to offer B&B
accommodation (Booyens, 2021; C. M. Rogerson,
2004). By contrast, small and microaccommoda-
tion providers in the coastal Overstrand are part of a
long-established tourism resort that in the post-2000
period shifted from a domestic to an international
tourism market anchored on the locality’s varied
attractions of natural scenery, whale watching, and
gastronomy (C. M. Rogerson & Rogerson, 2020b,
2020c). According to data for 2018 contribution of
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Figure 1. Location of surveyed areas. Source: Authors.
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tourism to local GDP the Overstrand is the fourth
most tourism-dependent local municipality in
South Africa (C. M. Rogerson & Rogerson, 2020d).
The Eastern Cape tourism economy traditionally is
focused around domestic tourism and much of it
can be characterized as exemplifying “peripheral
tourism” (C. M. Rogerson, 2019). The province is
distinctive for tourism development as outside its
major cities of Ggeberha (formerly Port Elizabeth)
and East London, much of it was territory that his-
torically was part of the former Transkei and Ciskei
Bantustans. In these Bantustan spaces a regulatory
regime existed that actively supported Black entre-
preneurship (including in tourism) for at least two
decades prior to 1994 democratic transition (Ally &
Lissoni, 2017; Hart, 1971).

Overall, it must be understood that the local tra-
jectories of tourism development in South Africa
today remain subject to the structural historical and
spatial legacies of apartheid racial planning that
are imprinted upon our three case study areas. All
tourism small firm owners interviewed in the Over-
strand were White entrepreneurs and all respon-
dents both in the Cape Town city-region and in the
Eastern Cape were Black (African) business own-
ers®. The data analysis was undertaken using Excel
(Microsoft Office) to compile the data tables and the
qualitative responses were analyzed thematically.

Findings

The results from the 75 interviews are organized
in terms of three major themes and a comparative
discussion. These relate to the heterogenous nature
of tourism small firms in South Africa, COVID-19
impacts and emergency enterprise responses, and
reactions to government support programming.

The Heterogeneity of Small Tourism Firms

The characteristics of respondents and their busi-
nesses confirm what Haven-Tang and Jones (2005)
styled as the “heterodoxy” of small tourism firms.
Business and owner profiles per area are shown in
Table 1. In the Eastern Cape and Overstrand the
accommodation offerings are more diverse than in
Cape Town’s periurban areas where most establish-
ments are B&Bs (80%). The overwhelming major-
ity of firms surveyed are microenterprises (93.3%

in total), which are defined in South Africa as estab-
lishments with less than 10 employees. These are
typically B&Bs, guesthouses, or self-catering units
run by the owner or manager. Of the sample 6.7%
would be classed as small enterprises with more
than 10 full-time employees (the largest enterprise
in our sample employed 16 staff members)—all
these are small hotels or guest lodges situated either
in the Eastern Cape or Overstrand.

Up to 80% of accommodation establishments
surveyed in the Eastern Cape have been in opera-
tion for between 11 and 20 years. The highest pro-
portion of establishments in the Overstrand (44%)
have existed for between 6 and 10 years and half
of those in Cape Town (50%) were established in
the past 5 years. Of surveyed respondents, 40%
are retired; this is highest in Cape Town’s periur-
ban areas (60%). An important observation is that
respondents overwhelmingly own their properties
(89%) with the highest ownership recorded for
Cape Town (96%). Up to one third of enterprises
reported that they do not have full-time employees,
but rather either employ part-time/seasonal staff or
rely on family members to help out as needed. The
latter is more prevalent in Cape Town periurban
areas than in the other areas surveyed. Of enter-
prises that employ staff (two thirds), most (58%)
are full-time.

For the majority of respondents, the accommo-
dation business is their main source of income. This
was especially the case in the Overstrand and less so
in Cape Town. This said, 69% of respondents have
additional sources of income (Table 2). In Cape
Town social grants (mainly old age, child support,
and disability grants) and wages for other casual
work are the main alternative income sources. By
contrast, in the Eastern Cape pensions are clearly
the most important alternative source of household
income. For the Overstrand group of White-owned
establishments there is a combination of income
sources from investments, a working partner, and
other business income.

Establishments surveyed in the Western Cape
mostly relied on leisure visitors while business tour-
ism is more pronounced in the Eastern Cape. The
reported information on source markets confirms
that small firms in the townships around Cape Town
are oriented mainly towards international visitors
with a smaller domestic market. The Overstrand
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Table 1
Business and Owner Profiles
Category Cape Town Eastern Cape Overstrand Total
Accommodation by type
B&B 80% 44% 28% 51%
Guesthouse 20% 32% 32% 28%
Self-catering - 4% 36% 13%
Hotel/lodge - 20% 4% 8%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
Enterprise size
Micro (1-10 employees) 100% 88% 92% 93%
Small (11-50 employees) - 12% 8% 7%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
Gender of owner
Female 76% 75% 80% 77%
Male 24% 25% 20% 23%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
Age of owner
3645 years 33% 21% 17% 24%
46-55 years 21% 25% 21% 22%
56—65 years 21% 21% 42% 28%
65+ years 25% 33% 21% 26%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
Years in operation
1-5 years 52% 8% 28% 29%
6-10 years 24% 12% 44% 27%
11-20 years 16% 80% 20% 39%
20+ years 8% - 8% 5%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
Employee profile
Full-time 50% 61% 57% 58%
Part-time 43% 33% 40% 37%
Seasonal 7% 5% 3% 5%
Total 100% 100%* 100% 100%
Answered “yes” to:
Rely on family to help out 56% 36% 32% 41%
Owner retired 60% 40% 20% 40%
Own this property 96% 92% 80% 89%
This business is main income 44% 64% 68% 59%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Note. N =75 (total): Cape Town N = 25, Eastern Cape N = 25, Overstrand N = 25. *Subject

to rounding. Source: Author survey.

Table 2

Additional Household Income Sources (N = 75)

Income Sources Cape Town Eastern Cape Overstrand Total
Social grants 32% 4% 0% 16%
Wage or salary for other work 24% 8% 10% 20%
Other business income 4% 4% 21% 14%
Pension 8% 28% 10% 21%
Interest on investments 0% 0% 28% 14%
Rental income 4% 0% 7% 5%
Partner who is working 0% 4% 14% 9%

Note. Source: Author survey.
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firms reported 87% international visitors mirroring
the area’s shift in recent years towards the attrac-
tion of foreign tourists. By contrast, in the Eastern
Cape the microenterprises point to only 4% interna-
tional tourists and to their massive dependence on
the domestic tourism market.

Overall, these basic characteristics of accom-
modation business owners confirm that tourism
small firms in South Africa are not a homogeneous
category of enterprises. Race and location are two
clear bases for differentiation. Given South Africa’s
apartheid legacy, sharp differences are observable
in the location and characteristics of the group of
established White-owned enterprises that operate an
array of different accommodation service establish-
ments and of the “emerging” economy of township
microfirms, which comprise a mix of formally reg-
istered and informal operations. The Black-owned
microenterprises in Eastern Cape offer another
marked contrast to the emerging group of recently
established township B&Bs in Cape Town as 80%
of this sample of enterprises in Eastern Cape prov-
ince have been in operation for at least 10 years.

The Impact of COVID-19 on Small
and Microaccommodation Firms

Overwhelmingly enterprises reported that occu-
pancies were high and they were profitable before
the onset of COVID-19 restrictions. All enterprises
reported financial losses as a result of COVID-19,
which several described as a “total shutdown” (i.e.,
visitor flows stopped, existing bookings were can-
celed, and operations ceased). Respondents said
that they necessarily had to dip into their savings,
struggled to pay bills and staff, and had to lay staff
off. For many respondents the closure of their busi-
nesses was imminent as illustrated:

Table 3

Impact of COVID-19 on Employment and Income (N = 75)

Our landlord who we rent the properties from is
considering selling now, which leaves our busi-
ness hanging in the balance. [R1. Self-catering
business in Hermanus started in 2017]

The business was already declining and the impact
of the lockdown was just a push over the cliff,
there was no income and I had a lot of debt. [R2.
B&B owner from the Eastern Cape who sold the
business]

Alevel of underlying emotional stress is detected
in several of the qualitative responses. Many
respondents were concerned about the prospects
for their businesses and what this meant both per-
sonally and for the well-being of their employees.
A poignant remark made by a guesthouse owner in
the Eastern Cape was:

Lockdown has destroyed our livelihoods. The
business has completely closed since lockdown,
so no income for my employees. I had to borrow
money to buy food and I had no money to pay for
the car and insurance. Only one of my employees
received UIF, I have received no [relief] funding
from the national Department of Tourism. [R3]

The impacts on employment and income of busi-
nesses are summarized in Table 3. Up to 52% of
businesses say that they have furloughed staff. This
was highest in the Eastern Cape with 72% putting
staff on furlough and 8% retrenching staff. During
COVID-19, the UIF program instituted a Tem-
porary Employee Relief Scheme (TERS), which
operated like a furlough scheme. Business owners
could accordingly put workers on “unpaid leave”
and claim UIF benefits on their behalf. In the
Overstrand, 73% of respondents said that they had
retrenched staff and enterprises in this area were
most successful in claiming UIF/TERS pay-outs for
their staff (61% said they did so). However, several

Impact Furloughed Staff Claimed UIF for Staff Retrenched Staff Alternative Income in Lockdown
Cape Town 40% 12% 8% 32%
Eastern Cape 72% 44% 8% 20%
Overstrand 43% 61% 74% 9%
Total 52% 38% 29% 20%

Note. Source: Author survey.
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respondents said that they experienced problems
with claiming UIF for workers. One of the reasons
why business struggled to claim is because some
were not registered for UIF. In Cape Town, the fig-
ures with respect to retrenching and furloughing
staff were comparatively lower because our data
shows that B&Bs employ fewer staff and instead
rely more on family members to help out. Several
respondents indicated that they kept on paying their
staff out of their own pockets/savings regardless of
not having an income because of COVID-19, even
if this meant reduced wages.

Most businesses have not been able to generate
an alternative income during lockdown. Of enter-
prises in Cape Town, 32% said that they were able
to generate alternative income while 20% did so in
the Eastern Cape and only 9% in the Overstrand.
Enterprises implemented small adaptive strate-
gies as emergency measures with the hope to save
their businesses. Some reported making and selling
masks or foodstuff, accommodating elderly per-
sons or those in quarantine while many relied on
alternative income (i.e., social grants, salaries, or
other business income). Few businesses had alter-
native uses for their properties. The study aimed to
identify emergency management strategies through
qualitative interviews. It was disclosed, however,
that few small or microenterprises have been able to
implement emergency measures or few had viable
options to aid business recovery. Enterprises that
had plans for future recovery said that they aimed
variously to convert holiday accommodation into
long-term rentals or self-catering units, focus on
catering and selling food, accommodate guests who
are in quarantine or essential workers, and reduce
business operations costs.

Government Support for Tourism Businesses

The findings point to a vacuum of support for
tourism businesses in South Africa. This is in large
measure a consequence of the observation by Turok
and Visagie (2021) that while many governments
have enacted exceptional support programs for
businesses to mitigate the damage caused by the
pandemic and restrictions “South Africa’s response
was limited by the poor state of public finances” (p.
1). The sentiment that government in South Africa
has failed tourism enterprises was widespread

and confirms that disclosed in other investiga-
tions (Giddy & Rogerson, 2021; J. M. Rogerson,
2021; J. M. Rogerson et al., 2021). The emascu-
lated state of the fiscus is a consequence, in large
part, of financial mismanagement across all levels
of government and of rampant corruption allied
to the phenomenon of “state capture” (Chipkin &
Swilling, 2018; Mlambo & Masuku, 2020; C. M.
Rogerson, 2020b). Both Black and White business
owners stated that they felt “let down” by govern-
ment. While White businesses were in most cases
ineligible for relief business support because of
BBEEE criteria, most Black business owners were
skeptical about whether they would receive support
in the first place. One Black guesthouse owner in
Cape Town stressed:

The South African government does not live up to
their promises so I do not want to wait for some-
thing I know will not happen. [R4]

Another respondent who did receive a grant pay-
out of ZAR 50,000 argued that:

The Relief Fund [pay-out] was not enough, it was
a drop in the ocean compared to what I need. [R5.
Eastern Cape business owner]

It was revealed that 60% of the Eastern Cape
sample had applied or at least attempted to apply
for business relief funding but had not received
anything. Of respondents in Cape Town, only five
(20%) said that they have received any pay-out.
Respondents complained that the funding applica-
tion is a bureaucratic exercise centered on compli-
ance and the waiting period is too long between
funding application and disbursement of funds. It is
important to note that there are “survivalist” busi-
nesses in hospitality whose operations are largely
informal and thus function beyond the eligibility
criteria set by government both for the Tourism
Relief Fund and to claim UIF benefits for employ-
ees. Several respondents further said that the appli-
cation forms for the Tourism Relief funding were
difficult to understand. These findings concerning
eligibility, compliance, and ambiguous funding
requirements are reiterated in other research inves-
tigations of COVID-19 small firm support mecha-
nisms in South Africa (Centre for Development and
Enterprise, 2020; J. M. Rogerson, 2021).
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Discussion

It is evident that the tourism sector in South Africa,
as elsewhere in the world, has been debilitated and
hollowed out by COVID-19 impacts (Dube, 2021).
Our findings have disclosed that small tourism
enterprises—most especially microenterprises—
have been deeply affected by the pandemic and that
the majority face difficulties to adjust to COVID-19
in an environment in which external government
support is weak (cf. Giddy & Rogerson, 2021; C.
M. Rogerson & Rogerson, 2020a). The recovery of
tourism in South Africa is crucial because of the
sector’s economic prominence and not least on
account of the jobs it supports in a country plagued
by rising unemployment (Dube, 2021; Glocker &
Haxton, 2020). This said, recovery is expected to be
slow amid extended/reinstated lockdowns not least
because of a new COVID-19 strain that emerged
in South Africa (South African Tourism, 2021a).
Visitor demand is projected to remain low for the
immediate future (South African Tourism, 2021b).
At the time of writing (mid-2021) the country’s bor-
ders are still closed for the majority of international
leisure travelers (South African Tourism, 2021b).
Ironically, a drive to push domestic tourism in late
2020 seemingly contributed to a second wave of
infections and brought on further lockdown restric-
tions after the data for this investigation were col-
lected in mid-2020. Although the situation with
respect to the spread and impact of COVID-19 is
fluid, what remains little changed (indeed, wors-
ened) is its devastation for small firms operating in
the lodging sector. This confirms findings emanat-
ing from national studies that used online surveys
(Department of Tourism, Tourism Business Coun-
cil of South Africa & International Finance Cor-
poration, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c) and underlines the
vulnerability of small tourism firms in general and
the precarity of microenterprises and their employ-
ees. In a comparative international perspective our
findings can be discussed in the context of debates
about both crisis management and organizational
resilience, and government support measures.

Crisis Management and Organizational Resilience

Issues relating to the crisis management practices
of micro- and small enterprises in tourism during

the COVID-19 pandemic so far have been little
researched (Kukanja et al., 2020; Pongsakornrung-
silp et al., 2021) with the extant literature focused
mainly on adjustments made in settings within the
global North (Bartik et al., 2020b; Tanner, 2021).
This research demonstrates that small and microac-
commodation establishments typically have lim-
ited means by which to generate alternative income
from their properties, do not have other uses for
these facilities, and that few have been able to
implement emergency management measures with
a view to firm survival. Microlodging firms, like
those in our South African study, only offer room
and (limited) board. In order words, either B&B or
self-catering options. These establishments, there-
fore, do not offer catering at the scale of restaurants
and coffee shops as is common in larger accom-
modation establishments that would have been able
to offer a limited service, albeit on much reduced
scale, and/or offer take-away food and drink dur-
ing lockdowns/restrictions (Sobaih et al., 2021).
The income potential of small and microaccom-
modation establishments thus is constrained; few
establishments in our sample indicated that they
attempted to boost their income through the sale of
food and drink.

Overall, crisis management strategies by small
and microaccommodation firms in South Africa
were found lacking. This contrasts with recent liter-
ature (mainly from the global North) that points to
emergent theories on the entrepreneurial self-effi-
cacy of firms whereby they are able to through pro-
active behavior “reinvent” themselves and innovate
to mitigate the impacts of the pandemic (Alonso et
al., 2020; Alves et al., 2021; Bressan et al., 2021).
Furthermore, the adaptive capabilities of the cohort
of microfirms in our (diverse) sample are observed
to be low. It is argued that when it comes to the abil-
ity to adapt to external shocks such as COVID-19
microfirms typically have only limited adaptive
capabilities and therefore low levels of resilience
(Kukanja et al., 2020).

As argued earlier, the study demonstrates the het-
erogeneity of small tourism firms (Haven-Tang &
Jones, 2005). Heterogeneous factors and behavior
results in varying levels of resilience and business
recovery opportunities (Rivera et al., 2021; Tanner,
2021). Moreover, it should be stressed that “place”
plays a significant role in shaping the nature and
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resilience of especially the population of tourism
microenterprises (Alonso et al., 2020). In terms of
coping strategies and survival there was a greater
sense of self-reliance among better-resourced,
formalized, and more business-oriented enter-
prises. This research suggests that determinants
of the “staying power” of South African small and
microlodging enterprises during COVID-19 include
property ownership and availability of alterna-
tive household income sources. Another shielding
mechanism associated with “smallness” that func-
tions as a survival strategy is the cutting of labor
costs by the retrenchment of employees (Alves et
al., 2020; Eggers, 2020).

While tourism job losses during the pandemic
are widely documented globally the accentuated
risk to employment in accommodation and par-
ticularly low paid jobs in lower income countries
has been pinpointed (Baum et al., 2020; Gossling
et al., 2021). In South Africa, Rogan and Skinner
(2020) stress the precarity of informal workers as
a consequence of the COVID-19 crisis. There is a
knock-on effect on the livelihoods of those depen-
dent on tourism at a community level with reference
to informal workers and also the local tourism value
chain (Musavengane et al., 2020). Redundancies,
therefore, are a severe blow to low-income commu-
nities from which informal, low-skilled hospitality
labor is typically drawn. These are people who have
little alternative means of support and no safety net
in the form of either savings or access to govern-
ment support options. This is typical in developing
countries and thus millions of people are plunged
into poverty (Jones & Comfort, 2020). The group
most at risk is low-skilled women from low-income
areas, mainly Black Africans in this case, who are
failed both by hospitality businesses in their strug-
gle to survive and by national government policy.
The concerns outlined align with critical voices that
stress the risks COVID-19 holds for both inclusive
tourism (Musavengane et al., 2019) and for tourism
sustainability, including for decent work and equity
within the tourism workforce (Baum & Nguyen,
2020; Jones & Comfort, 2020).

Support Interventions for Firms and Employees

Arguably, while tourism small firms are viewed
as generally highly adaptable and self-reliant

organizations “in the case of external crises, such
as a state of pandemic that is beyond their control,
they need institutional (governmental assistance)”
(Kukanja et al., 2020, p. 348). Strong public sup-
port is deemed crucial for the recovery of small
tourism enterprises in a crisis environment such
as COVID-19 (Bressan et al., 2021; Rivera et al.,
2021; Sobaih et al., 2021) and the record of New
Zealand and Sweden demonstrates that comprehen-
sive government support packages are critical for
small firm survival during the pandemic (Breier et
al., 2021; Hemmington & Neill, 2021). This said,
comparable levels of support have not been forth-
coming in all countries (Nhamo et al., 2020; United
Nations World Tourism Organization, 2020).
Within a comparative international perspective
this research shows that the furlough and small
business support offered by the South Africa gov-
ernment during the pandemic were largely insuf-
ficient to sustain businesses or jobs (also see C. M.
Rogerson & Rogerson 2020a; Giddy & Rogerson,
2021). While these findings are not unique, it must
be emphasized that in the context of the global
South such omissions put extreme strain on both
the most vulnerable of enterprises and employees,
neither of which are likely to recover in the near
future (if at all) within a struggling economy such
as South Africa. The imperative for more com-
prehensive long run government support beyond
the initial bailouts to stimulate the recovery of
the small lodging sector is evident. An important
consideration and first step for establishing policy
responses is to acknowledge the heterogeneous
nature of tourism small firms. Future tourism pol-
icy responses in times of crises need to take into
account the particular needs of formal as well as
informal, small as well as large, lodging establish-
ments. Furthermore, there is a need to streamline
application processes and eligibility criteria (Centre
for Development & Enterprise, 2020). Most Cape
Town township accommodation businesses were
not eligible for the Tourism Relief Fund pay-outs
or unable to claim UIF for their employees because
they are not registered in either case. This situa-
tion is especially of concern with respect to South
Africa’s inclusive tourism agenda that seeks to sup-
port Black communities and also women as ben-
eficiaries of tourism (Abrahams, 2019). Arguably,
while government support was targeted at BBEEE
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enterprises, stringent bureaucracy and compliance
processes were not responsive to the needs and cir-
cumstances of micro enterprises, most especially of
those who function on an informal basis.

Conclusions

The topic of crisis management of enterprises
must be an important agenda item for tourism
researchers in addressing the impacts of COVID-19
(cf. Assaf et al., 2021; Kwok & Koh, 2021). This
study contributes to the limited body of international
scholarship that examines “how micro and small
firms, a vital group and contributor of many econo-
mies, can navigate the unprecedented COVID-19
predicament” (Bressan et al., 2021, p. 16). More
specifically, as extant research is dominated by
works in the context of the global North, the study
is distinguished by its focus and for dissecting the
COVID-19 responses by small and microaccom-
modation establishments in the less well- resourced
environment of the global South.

In South Africa it was demonstrated that small
and microenterprise accommodation establish-
ments that have suffered severe financial losses
because of the COVID-19 shock have few viable
mechanisms to cope with the impact of the crisis
and that government support to aid recovery has
been inadequate. There is little evidence that the
group of microenterprises have the adaptive capac-
ity to survive; their resilience thus is constrained.
The risk of business failure was exacerbated by
extended lockdown restrictions necessitated by the
emergence of a new variant of the COVID-19 virus
(beta variant) in South Africa. The consequences of
microenterprise business failure are dire when con-
sidering the impact on employees who are likely
to be further threatened by household poverty
with few alternative options for employment in an
already strained economy. The South African gov-
ernment’s optimistic policy expectation is that tour-
ism can be a catalyst for broader economic recovery
owing to its linkages and interconnectivity, relative
resilience, and potential to rebound quickly (South
African Tourism, 2021a). Nevertheless, the cur-
rent COVID-19 situation (mid-2021) and outlook
for small and microaccommodation establishments
remains poor in South Africa. The adverse impact
on enterprises and employees alike in the context

of poverty inevitably compromises government
objectives for both inclusive development and the
sustainability of the sector (cf. South African Tour-
ism, 2021a). Arguably, policy responses and sup-
port should be cognizant of these impacts and more
nuanced in their implementation. In final analysis
within the COVID-19 context governments and
international agencies can learn lessons from our
findings in reviewing support practices for vulner-
able, small tourism businesses and their employees,
especially those in the global South with few, if any,
alternative means of survival.
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Notes

Tn common with the situation in many other countries
official definitions in South Africa of small and microenter-
prise vary between sectors and also have changed in defini-
tion since their first official classification in 1995. In 2019
revised definitions for the catering and accommodation
sector define “small” as between 11 and 50 employees and
“microenterprises” as less than 10 employees. The economy
of microbusinesses would include both formal registered
enterprises and a cohort of informal enterprises. Arguably,
both small and microenterprises within the accommodation
sector can be classified under the rubric of “tourism small
firms.”

’In understanding the racial profile of our sample it should
be understood that an earlier research study conducted in
Hermanus, the major settlement of Overstrand, revealed no
Black-owned accommodation establishments in this coastal
tourism destination (C. M. Rogerson & Rogerson, 2019).
The Cape Town sample that was undertaken in (mainly)
township areas was a space of exclusively Black (African)
entrepreneurship and the Eastern Cape sample purposively
selected to include only Black-owned small or microestab-
lishments in a peripheral tourism economy.
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