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“

Freedom cannot be achieved unless women have been emancipated…
—Nelson Mandela

South Africa has a complicated colonial history, the legacies of which persist today. In 1948, the first law
in a new system of legal racial classification and segregation known as apartheid was passed. In the
nearly 50 years that followed, the government of South Africa passed laws that not only formalized racial
categories – white, black, colored (including Indian and Asian), and Native – but also brutally enforced the
segregation of these groups including separating families, relocating people into areas designated by
race, and restricted the movement and political participation of non-white people. Over 3.5 million people
were forcibly relocated and by the late 1950s, more than 80 percent of the land in the country was owned
by whites – despite making up a small portion of the country’s population. Resistance to this system was
active but often met with violence by the state. In 1994, after nearly 50 years of brutally enforced
segregation and violence, as domestic resistance and international pressure mounted, a new constitution
was passed. Nelson Mandela, a resistance leader who had been imprisoned for his political activity,
became the first president of the new government.
While the formal system of segregation ended in 1994, the legacies of apartheid remain entrenched. Wide
disparities in opportunities exist for people of different races, with blacks facing worse outcomes in
education, employment, income, wealth, and housing. These disparities lead to sharp differences in
opportunities for women of different races. The overall poverty rate in South Africa is about 50 percent,
but when broken down by race the sharp disparities become clear. 64.2 percent of black people live
below the poverty line compared to 1.0 percent of white people, 41.3 percent of colored people, and 5.9
percent of Indian/Asian people. Women are also more likely to experience poverty, as 57.2 percent of
women live below the poverty line compared to 53.7 percent of men. Black women face some of the worst
outcomes. The COVID-19 pandemic is expected to worsen both poverty and inequality in South Africa
and the spread of the virus is largely mirroring existing inequalities. According to the World Doing
Business report, South Africa is ranked 139 out of 190 countries in terms of Starting a Business. The
Index of Economic Freedom, which looks at indicators from property rights to financial freedoms, ranked
South Africa 106 out of 170 countries and categorizes the country as “mostly unfree.”
Currently, the country has a total population of 58.8 million people, made up of 80.7 percent Black people,
8.8 percent colored people, and 7.9 white people, 2.6 percent Indian/Asian people. South Africa is an
upper-middle income country, with a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of about $6,000. Prior to
the COVID-19 crisis, the economic growth was projected to accelerate beyond the 1 percent growth seen
in both 2017 and 2018. The country experiences very high levels of inequality, with a Gini Coefficient of
0.63. The level of inequality experienced today is higher than in 1996 and remains much higher than other
emerging markets. This is exacerbated by low levels of intergenerational mobility.
From a global perspective, South Africa’s performance on key entrepreneurship activity drivers is
disappointing. In 2019, the country ranked a lowly 49 out of 54 economies on GEM’s NECI and 60 out of

141 economies on the Global Competitiveness Index (only a slight improvement from 2018). It also
ranked 84 out of 190 economies in the World Bank Doing Business 2020 study. The GEM SA 2019/2020
results, as detailed in this report, indicate that there have not been many tangible entrepreneurship gains
from 2017 and that, in many instances, there has been a regression. Undoubtedly, these results have
been affected by prevailing economic and related domestic realities.

Score

Ranking
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National Entrepreneurship Context Index 2019 (Pre-COVID)
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Global Competitiveness Index 2019

62.44

60/141

Global Innovation Index 2021

32.7

61/132

Female Entrepreneurship Index 2015

44.2

36/77

Mastercard Index of Women Entrepreneurs 2020

64.42

23/58

World Bank Ease of Doing Business 2020

The findings and recommendations of 2019/2020 GEM SA relate to four core factors: South Africa’s
national framework conditions (NFCs), the entrepreneurial ecosystem network, education and training,
and funding. According to GEM, South Africa needs to strengthen its NFCs for maximum entrepreneurial
impact; align the entrepreneurial ecosystem networks of learning, mentorship and support; provide
entrepreneurial education for the 4IR and the digital economy; and accelerate financing innovation and
access to markets.
Entrepreneurs in South Africa face general challenges such as red tape, poor government support, lack of
entrepreneurial education and lack of social norms related to entrepreneurship. Women also face
gender-based barriers to entrepreneurship. Lack of access to financial institutions and attitudes about
women in the business community present significant challenges, but lack of confidence, concrete skills
such as writing a business plan, and willingness to take risks are also major challenges. Racial
stereotypes and barriers to access present further, compounding challenges for non-white women
entrepreneurs.
Gender disparities and lack of youth support in entrepreneurship continue to deplete the stock of new
businesses and thereby drain economic potential. Although women are increasingly assuming a stronger,
more robust role in the economy, they still lag behind men significantly in many areas. The South African
economy was teetering on the brink of a recession in 2021, registering a 43% decline in GDP growth in
the just-completed 2010s decade, compared to the 2000s decade. This marked economic decline is
intensifying national unemployment rates, which were at 29% – the highest rate recorded in the last
decade. Employment rates among the youth and women are showing a concerning deterioration.
Additionally, crime statistics are bleak and the political context is unpredictable. The issue of xenophobia
is another dimension to note in the context of the ACFTA.

This context has evident consequences for business and entrepreneurship, with low investor confidence
adding to the cycle of poor economic performance and social discontent. Several core issues underpin
current national challenges in South Africa and directly impact women and youth entrepreneurship
including:
●

●
●

A public sector that has suffered under the strain of mismanagement and poor leadership over
the past decade, thereby creating unfriendly business environments and compromising economic
growth
An education sector that is poorly resourced, underperforming and ill-equipped to train
entrepreneurs in preparation for the 4IR
Continued inequalities held in place by sustained socio- economic stratifications. (Women and
youth entrepreneurs, particularly those from informal sectors and rural areas, face constricted
market access.)

EDUCATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP
The Global Competitiveness Index report of 2019/2020 shows that education in South Africa is on a
downward trajectory with the country ranking 119 out of 141 countries in terms of quality of education
offered. In the 2017/2018 report, South Africa was ranked 128 out of 137 countries in terms of the quality
of math and science education. Unless this situation improves, it will continue to have a dramatic impact
on levels of entrepreneurial activity in the future. On average, about 45 percent of all women will progress
beyond secondary education. However, averages mask the significant racial disparities in educational
access and quality. While 80 percent of white women continue education beyond secondary school only
about 40 percent of Black or
colored women will.
What’s more, while about 86
percent of all women are literate
overall, 99 percent of white
women are literate compared to
84 percent of black women and 89
percent of colored women. When
it comes to employment, about 30
percent
of
women
are
unemployed. 33.3 percent of black
women
are
unemployed,
compared to 7.1 percent of white
women and 21.9 percent of
women of color. Where women
are employed also differs widely by race. Overall, about 67 percent of women work in the formal
economy, but only 61.4 percent of black women do. Despite making up 45 percent of the workforce in
South Africa, only 18.8 percent of business owners are women and 10 percent of CEOs are women – and
this number is lower when looking only at companies listed on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE).
Over 30 percent of all companies in South Africa have no female representation in senior leadership

roles. While women in non-management roles aspire to top management at the same rates as men, their
levels of confidence in their skills and ability to reach top roles are lower than men. While most senior
management level employees report feeling fully convinced of the value of gender equality, more men
than women report such attitudes.

Entrepreneurial Education is required for the 41R and the digital economy
An educated population is essential to drive economic productivity and long term, sustainable growth.
There are several challenges faced by the South African education system including the system's
underperformance, the delivery of entrepreneurial education, and knowledge and skills. From the GEM
SA results, we saw that expert commentators continue to concur that the education system in South
Africa does not align with or support entrepreneurial knowledge development. Entrepreneurial education,
specifically on market economic principles and entrepreneurship and new firm creation, scored extremely
low on the NES in 2019, even lower than in 2017. These low scores also need to be considered in the
context of the 4IR and the rapidly evolving South African digital economy.
Primary and secondary education institutions need to develop curricula with new proficiencies that can
help South African females succeed in dynamic, innovative settings. Entrepreneurial education is also
important in artisan training and other technical vocational programmes -- these professions are well
suited as avenues for entrepreneurship. There is a correlation between entrepreneurial and venture
capital education and sector development. Historically, new enterprise development accelerated in
sectors with lower barriers to entry such as personal care services, wholesale and retail, and construction.
There is a greater reward to an entrepreneur and an economy in higher value sectors such as information
and communications technology. This requires fund raising and more structured entrepreneurial
education and knowledge.
Apart from entrepreneurial education, other challenges that remain are mainly in the context of the 4IR. A
critical issue for entrepreneurs in the digital economy are high data costs in South Africa. Many of the
future’s entrepreneurial opportunities will be introduced on digital platforms — data costs need to reduce
to seize these opportunities. Female entrepreneurs and investors will have to be cognizant about such
challenges to invest in the most high growth sectors. The Competition Commission in February 2021
released its report on data costs and made several recommendations for data pricing in prepaid monthly
bundles, as well as pro-poor and zero-rating recommendations. The establishment of the South African
Presidential Commission on the 4IR is a positive development. appointed and chaired by President
Ramaphosa in 2019. The commission informs national policy and 4IR economic sector strategies and
initiatives for market entry and global competitiveness.

Accelerate financing innovation and improve access to markets
Access to funding is a universal problem among female entrepreneurs and more so in South Africa. The
real challenges perhaps are pitching to investors a viable business idea, a business plan and
differentiation, and a great deal of preparation.

Recommendations for revising entrepreneurial and venture capital education
●

Consider what education is relevant in the context of the 4IR and the digital economy for females.

●

●

Female brains evolve differently compared to male brains. Determine when in the education life
cycle entrepreneurial and venture capital learning should commence and how it should change
and intensify in depth, breadth, and complexity.
Consider how best to equip educators to properly prepare the female youth for the possibility of
entrepreneurship and investment as a profession.

SOUTH AFRICA WOMEN ENTREPRENEUR AND INVESTOR PROFILE

Female Entrepreneur and Investor Indicators
There are 7 female entrepreneurs for every 10 male entrepreneurs in South Africa. The ratio of male to
female entrepreneurial activity has changed from 1.52 (12.5 male : 8.2 female entrepreneurs) in 2017 to
1.14 (10.9 male : 9.6 female entrepreneurs) in 2019, indicating that female entrepreneurship is on the
rise. Women make up more than 50% of the adult population in South Africa; the entrepreneurial activity
ratio should ideally reflect this. In terms of race, the white population has seen the biggest increase in
entrepreneurial activity between 2017 and 2019 (an increase of 2.6%).
●

●

●

●

●

●

●
●

Established Business Activity: 18.8% of business owners in South Africa are women. While
10% of South African CEOs are women, but if looking only at the companies listed on the
Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) this drops to 2.2%
Company Boards: While the workforce is about 45% female, board members of JSE-listed
companies are about 20.7% women. Over 30% of companies in South Africa have no female
representation in senior leadership roles.
Institutional Investment: Estimates show that the share of venture capital and angel
investments that go towards women could be as low as 4.5%. Women own over 70 percent of all
micro-businesses in South Africa.
Government Investment: Several government funds have been created to fund women’s
economic empowerment, including the The Isivande Women’s Fund which supports black- and
female-owned businesses and The National Empowerment Fund which provides funding to black
women across sectors.
Women and Finance: Only 38% of black women have formal banking, compared to 44% of
black men and over 90% of both white men and women. 42% of black women have no financial
products (compared to 5% of white women).
Opportunity perceptions: women perceive fewer opportunities than men and have worse
perceptions of their capabilities, but South Africa is one of only 11 countries in which women
believe it’s easier to start a business than men.
Training: Only 31% of women at the non-management level think they have the training needed
to advance to senior roles.
Growth expectations: Only 27.6% of women entrepreneurs expect to grow by more than 6
employees compared to 40.7% of men.

Is it (still) a man’s world in South Africa?
The ratio of male to female entrepreneurial activity has changed from 1.52 (12.5/8.2) in 2017 to 1.14
(10.9/9.6) in 2019, indicating that female entrepreneurship appears to be on the rise. Women make up
more than 50% of the adult population in South Africa and this ratio should ideally reflect this.
The commitment of the South African government to economic and social transformation among
previously disadvantaged populations is seen in policy interventions and multiple actionable programmes.
In February 2020 during the State of Nation Address, President Cyril Ramaphosa announced
extraordinary, generous national strategies for bolstering female and youth entrepreneurship.
●

●

Women will be empowered for inclusive economic growth through the introduction of the
SheTradesZA platform that will assist women-owned businesses inparticipating in global value
chains and markets.
The Industrial Development Corporation will target R10 billion of its own and partners’ funding for
women-empowered businesses over the next five years.

Global Gender Gap Index 2021
Source: World Economic Forum

Rank: 18/156

Score: 0.781

SOUTH AFRICA HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS

Mean Years of Schooling (Women)

10.0

Female-to-Male Education Ratio

0.98

National Poverty Measure
Population with at least some secondary education (% of women 25 or older)

55.5%
75.0

Global Multidimensional Poverty Index

6.3%

Gender Inequality Index

0.422

Share of employment in non-agriculture (% of women employed in non-agriculture)

44.6%

Share of Seats in parliament (% held by women)

41.8

Female-to-male Unemployment ratio (total)

1.17

Female-to-male Unemployment ratio (youth)

1.22

Unemployment Rate, female

29.4

Unmet Need for family planning

14%

Gross National Income per capita, female (2011 PPP $)

$9,036

Women with account at financial institution or with mobile money-service provider (%
of women ages 15 and older)

70.0

Labor force participation, female

48.5

Violence Against Women

21.3%

Mandatory Paid Maternity Leave (days)

120

Maternal mortality ratio (deaths per 100,000 live births)

138

Literacy (% of women who are literate)

86.0

Adolescent Birth Rate (births per 1,000 women ages 15-19)

67.9

GENDER POLICY

Policies That Address Gender Inequity
●

The Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act (B-BBEE) of 2003: opportunities and
outcomes for Black women in South Africa diverge sharply from those for white women. While the
B-BBEE was not a policy geared towards women generally, the legislation aimed to address the
legacy of stark racial inequality created by Apartheid and advance the economic empowerment of
non-white South Africans. Because this racist legacy leaves Black and Coloured women with
fewer opportunities and worse outcomes, policy to address these challenges and empower
non-white South Africans has significant potential to improve women’s entrepenerial outcomes.
This policy could be used to better address the needs of women, and women entrepreneurs, with
better targets for women.

●

The Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act: this legislation prevents
unfair discrimination and harassment, promotes equality, and prohibits hate speech. It includes
prohibition of actions like gender-based violence and female genital mutilation, but it also protects
the right of women to inherit property and any behavior that limits women’s access to finances or
benefits like health education and social security.

●

Paternity Leave: signed into law on January 1, 2020, this legislation allows all parents to take up
to 10 days of leave when they have a child. This includes fathers, adoptive parents, and
surrogates -- all of which had been previously uncovered by maternity leave rules. While it’s
unclear when the legislation will go into effect, the expansion of benefits could allow for working
mothers to return to work more easily if their partners are able to take time off as well.

●

National Policy Framework for Women’s Empowerment and Gender Equality: this framework
covers South Africa’s goals for gender equality. It acknowledges the existing gender inequalities,
as well as the impacts of poverty, globalization, health, violence, employment, access to political
power, and other factors on women’s success and empowerment. It offers a framework for
establishing effective policies to address these issues.

Policies that Could Further Address Gender Inequities
●

●

●

Addressing the gender gap in labor force participation and increasing access to formal
employment: In all parts of the income distribution, women in South Africa participate in the labor
force at lower rates than men. Not only would better employment opportunities improve the
socioeconomic status of South African women, but job experience can help women build
professional skills, as well as confidence in their abilities.
Meeting the unmet need for birth control and family planning resources: due to the existing unmet
need for birth control, as well as the difficulties present for women entrepreneurs who also have
families, providing women with the resources they need in order to have control over if and when
they grow their families, could lead to increased economic empowerment.
Expand access to financing: building on the creation of government funds to support women
entrepreneurs, and Black women in particular, an increased focus on connecting women with

financing -- and with basic financial products where needed (particularly among Black women
who remain underserved by financial institutions in general) -- is needed.
Mandated by South African president Cyril Ramaphosa, the YES initiative aims to be an engine of job
creation by leveraging emerging technological landscapes. The intention is to transform business
practices and nurture entrepreneurship, enterprise development and growth, thereby “actively building
new ways to create new jobs, in new places.” Another recent notable example is the establishment of the
South African Presidential Commission on the 4IR, also appointed by President Ramaphosa. The
31-member commission is an advisory group mandated to assist the government’s development of 4IR
policies and frameworks for implementation. The commission is developing a multi-sectoral 4IR strategy
which requires the coordination, monitoring and assessment of multi-sectoral initiatives. The aim is to
prepare South Africa’s response to rapid digitisation while positioning the economy as smart, connected,
regionally influential and globally competitive.
A press release published by the South Africa Venture Capital Association (SAVCA) expresses the
disappointment felt by the VC community, particularly in the way that the incentive is being withdrawn in
its entirety rather than looking at ways to refine the scope to better target higher-risk start-up business
investment. South African start-ups raised over $338 million USD in 2020, and it is likely that a large
proportion of this funding was facilitated by the Section 12J incentive. According to sources, female-led
South African startups receive only 4.5 percent of all funding.

WOMEN IN SOUTH AFRICAN POLITICS 2021

WOMEN IN PARLIAMENT LOWER HOUSE (SINGLE) AND UPPER HOUSE (SENATE)
Rank

%Women

Women/Seats

%Women

Women/Seats

12/194

45.8

182/397

41.5

22/53

WOMEN IN MINISTERIAL POSITIONS
Rank

%Women

Women/Seats

14/194

48.3

14/29

CHALLENGES

“

As long as women are bound by poverty and as long as they are looked down

upon, human rights will lack substance.
—Nelson Mandela

People exit businesses for a variety of reasons, some of which aren’t positive such as a lack of business
profitability, problems with access to capital, and lack of working capital. Indeed, in 2019, the main
reasons were that female business owners were either unprofitable or couldn’t access funding.
Profitability challenges are likely due to several factors which could include a bad business idea, the lack
of the requisite entrepreneurship knowledge, skills, and training, uncompetitive products and services,
and inability to access markets.
Women and youth in entrepreneurship are critical for economic growth in South Africa. Research
evidence indicates that economic participation by women has wide-reaching impacts on and long-term
benefits for local communities as well as overall economic growth. There are also persistent obstacles to
female entrepreneurship and investment that need to be addressed. There exists a digital divide that
unproportionately disadvantages mainly women and youth in rural areas and the informal economy in
South Africa. Lack of marketable skills, weak infrastructure and support systems, inadequate policy
mechanisms, leadership plagued with conventional thinking, and cultural norms and barriers are among
the range of challenges that contribute to a digital economy unable to realize its full impactful potential.
This can result in unfavorable outcomes for female entrepreneurship and female venture capitalists in
South Africa. Collaborative efforts and measures are required to ensure that digital economies are
inclusive, and boost rather than further disparage women as economic contributors, who can aim to be
entrepreneurs and investors.
Demonstrated gains for female entrepreneurs include better integration into economic and financial
systems, increased productivity, improved business and job creation, and rising dividends from
heightened levels of access to local, regional, and national markets. The digital economy can support
working from home, which abates constraints on women’s time due to multiple gender-role demands.
Such options make women’s engagement in entrepreneurship and digital economy opportunities more
viable.

Bridging the divide
In South Africa, unemployment and underemployment of women and youth is a critical development issue
with proven causality to entrenched poverty and inequality. These population segments, whether skilled or
unskilled, face unprecedented challenges for employment. When economically active, women and youth
entrepreneurs are usually limited to informal sectors; these sectors lack regulation and offer financial
instability. Women and youth make up a substantial segment of the informal economy nationwide. As the
digital economy expands, informal economy traders and micro small, and medium enterprises will
incorporate new, technologically advanced integrated models to financially stable. In such a scenario,
expansion of the digital economy correlates to women and youth entrepreneurship and investor success.

Cultural elements of entrepreneurship and venture capital
The cultural contexts within which businesses operate must also be examined — it is important to
promote the requisite cultural and societal transformation if women benefit from innovative gender policy
frameworks and mechanisms. Such transformations include shifts in mindset that view women as active
market players and agents of enterprise development and investment. Addressing the specific barriers
faced by women and youth in entrepreneurship includes facilitating access to education, training, financial
services, technology, and mentoring and support networks. New policy contexts may springboard women
entrepreneurship and investment to new heights in South Africa, but multi-stakeholder efforts are required
to overcome the multiple barriers at present.

A disconnected Africa
African countries continue to be affected by the digital divide; literally half the continent’s population
doesn’t have access to mobile broadband or the Internet. Women form the largest percentage of this
population, and they are mostly in rural Africa. It is estimated that almost half a billion rural and
low-income African women do not have access to a mobile phone or Internet access. The gender-based
digital divide is an important issue to address for the success of female entrepreneurs and investors. In
South Africa, women make up more than 51% of the population, yet they own less than 15% of land.
Women entrepreneurs in South Africa face a variety of challenges in starting businesses. There remain
general challenges to entrepreneurship in South Africa such as high levels of red tape, as well as a lack
of government support programs, entrepreneurial education, social norms for entrepreneurship, and
transfer of R&D.
An imperative and important approach is raising awareness and information on digital economy options
among women entrepreneurs and investors. Targeted policy interventions can make sure that the most
peripheral segments of the female youth population have access to the potential benefits of a sharing
digital economy, and are protected from risks of any type of socio-economic isolation, marginalization,
unfairness, and inequality.
These selected suggestions are drawn from many possible steps that can be taken towards ensuring the
success of women and youth entrepreneurship generally, and specifically within a sharing digital
economy. These measures, whilst not novel, continue to demand committed and collaborative action.
Several measures can be taken to better align women in South Africa, and Africa more widely, with
entrepreneurship, venture capital, and employment opportunities of the digital era.
●
●
●
●

Addressing critical education gaps related to gender and financial stability
Ensuring a conducive legislative and policy environment that promotes women and youth
entrepreneurship and venture capital growth nationally and across the continent
Mobilizing financial investment, training, and support mechanisms to nurture and accelerate
nascent businesses and investment funds of female entrepreneurs and investors.
Connecting entrepreneurship ecosystems by integrating suppliers, customers, partners, and
collaborators and key stakeholders into value chains and relevant ecosystems.

However, women also face their own unique challenges. Domestic expectations, and the difficulties in
balancing these expectations with entrepreneurship, have been shown to be a major barrier for women
entrepreneurs. Support from family is an important way to overcome this barrier. Research has shown
that attitudes and stereotypes about women can impact women entrepreneurs at different parts of the
process. Women are less likely to be taken seriously in professional settings. For example, banks are less
likely to perceive women as “business-like” which can make it difficult to secure financing. Major banks
have largely failed to find ways to specifically reach women and support women entrepreneurs. A survey
of businesses in Africa as a whole showed that investments in male-owned firms were six times higher
than those in women-owned firms. What’s more, women have a worse understanding of the resources
available or how to access them. Because women have previously been unable to own property, it’s also
been difficult to secure assets that can be used as collateral. Nearly half of all black women have no
access to any financial products, let alone business financing.
In addition to making it difficult to secure financing, gender discrimination can also impact women’s
attitudes about themselves and their abilities to start a business. Internalized social norms can lead to a
lack of assertiveness, higher levels of risk aversion, and diminished confidence in their skills and ability to
succeed. A general lack of role models or mentors can impact perceptions of opportunities for women to
become entrepreneurs. Women across the board are less likely to have access to formal financial
products such as bank accounts, but black women are particularly unlikely to have access. In addition to
barriers in accessing financing, women’s networks are less likely to be business-oriented.
In the country of Nelson Mandela, racial inequities that were previously written into law continue to play a
role in opportunities for women entrepreneurs. Because of a lack of training opportunities and the types of
employment often available, Black women have fewer opportunities to build skills through education or
professional experiences. What’s more, Black women in South Africa were previously considered legal
minors which kept them from formal bank accounts, property ownership, or other legal transactions
without getting explicit permission from their husbands. This not only created deep-seated inequality in
access to such opportunities, but it also reinforced stereotypes about women, especially black women,
that persist to this day.
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