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" By Piki Phasha, Alexandra resident
.and Reciprocity project officer

Alexandra, northwest of Johannesburg, is South Africa’'s oldest township - urban areas
formerly reserved for Blacks during the era of apartheid racial segregation. Its estimated
population of 200,000-250,000 is crammed into less than 7 square kilometres, an area not
much bigger than London’s Hyde Park. ‘Alex’, as it is affectionately known, has one of the
world’'s highest population densities (around 28-30,000 people per square kilometre), as
well as a unique history and identity. For generations, it has attracted people from around
Southern Africa in search of a better life. It is a melting pot of South African and foreign-
born residents, and at any given time, the streets are filled with the sounds of isiZulu,
Setswana, Sepedi, Venda, and Tsonga, as well as Shona, Amhara, Somali, or Lingala. The
glitzy corporate towers of Sandton, South Africa, and Africa’s wealthiest square mile are
only a few blocks down the road, but a universe apart.

While poverty and hardship remain endemic,
Alex is also a place of aspiration, social W
mobility, high-octane energy, resilience, L
inventiveness, and entrepreneurship. Every
second or third building, or empty pavement
spot, seems to house a business of some sort:
Hair salons, small retail stores, fruit and veg
sellers, repair shops, restaurants andé& taverns,
bakeries, driving schools or informal creches.
An entire ecosystem of businesses has
emerged, mostly organically, to cater to the
local population’s needs, and occasionally, also
expand their reach beyond the township.
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Alex, in other words, is a unique place in which
to study and understand entrepreneurship in a
wider emerging market context. Much can be
learned by engaging with local entrepreneurs,
learnings that are potentially also relevant
elsewhere.
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COMMON
CHALLENGES

People within Alexandra face
numerous challenges, spanning
from high levels of unemployment,
to limited access to basic
resources, to elevated rates of
crime and violence. These
challenges are systemic and
permeate nearly all elements of life
in the township. Below are some
specific challenges to be aware of
when working with entrepreneurs
in Alex.

Key challenge 1: 50% of entrepreneurs in our
sample have only reached their secondary level of
education

In Alex, one of most significant milestones is
finishing grade 12. When someone completes grade
12, it is viewed as a major accomplishment by
society. It is not compulsory nor realistic to enroll in
further education and training (FET), although it is
highly desired by many. There are several challenges
facing schools in the township. Firstly, there is a lack
of motivation to complete school due to limited
resources and poor infrastructure within the school
system. Further, students are not incentivised to
complete their studies due to the high
unemployment rates facing them upon graduation.
Some people would rather fulfill minimum schooling
requirements so that they can begin to focus on
securing employment, even if this employment
entails a low-skills position such as working for a
retail chain or local call centre.

Technology education is another major challenge for
the Alex community. On average, people who attend
Alex schools finish their primary and secondary
schooling without ever having used a computer. This
is especially true for individuals over the age of 40.
Alex youth are more often tech-literate but rarely
have opportunities to engage with technical
infrastructure on a regular basis. Again, the high
rates of unemployment, particular amongst youth,
have contributed to a major demoralization for
further education.
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Key challenge 2: 55% of entrepreneurs in our
sample have never worked in a related industry
prior to launching their business

With the high rate of unemployment, families must
find a way to feed themselves. This is often the
primary motivation for them to start their own
business. Typically, entrepreneurs launch
businesses after identifying a need within a market
and then developing a product or service to fulfil
that need. This is also evidenced within Alex and
can be exemplified by an entrepreneur from our
sample.

Takalo Moloto of the Moloto Driving Academy
began his business after randomly being asked by
a neighbor for assistance with securing a driving
learnings booking. At the time, learnings booking
appointments were made through a call centre.
After successfully assisting his neighbor with this
process, Takalo was referred to more people
looking for the same support. He realized there was
a gap in the market, and he could create a service
to directly address that gap. Takalo had no prior
experience in services business nor had he worked
in a learner’'s booking or related company. This
style of entrepreneurship is extremely common in
Alex. Like with Takalo, entrepreneurs rarely have
any background knowledge about the industry they
are working in. However, due to the need to survive
and support their families, they create businesses
wherever they can. Further, 46% of the
entrepreneurs from our sample have never worked
in a formal corporate setting. Thus, they typically
are not familiar with traditional business systems,
policies, regulations, or opportunities in their
respective sectors.



Key Challenge 3: Regardless of
how many years the business has
been operational for, over 90%of
the entrepreneurs operated from
only 1 location

A question exists as to why
entrepreneurs are not able to
expand their businesses to other
areas in and around Alex. Although
there is a high motivation displayed
by entrepreneurs to grow their
businesses, only a small percentage
of entrepreneurs have actually been
able to do so.

Key Challenge 4: Given the
survivalist environment, the
capacity for self-education is
limited

In order to convince Alex locals of
an idea, vigorous conditioning is
required. Repetition of that idea is
necessary for it to become
internalized. This is particularly
relevant for business owners in Alex.
Providing training and business
materials to entrepreneurs on ways
to improve their business may not
generate optimum results. In this
market, with the numerous
obstacles and daily challenges faced
by these individuals, there is often a
struggle to make the time to do
training or review materials on their
own. The daily goal of people is
sometimes just to make enough
money to eat for that day. For
people who are still struggling to
put food on the table, the
psychological and intellectual
capacity for education may
sometimes be lacking. However,
these individuals are motivated to
improve their businesses and in
turn, their overall well-being. For
these entrepreneurs, repetition,
practicality, and monitoring become
necessary tools of engagement.
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Key Challenge 5: Residents often
do not support local businesses or
take local services seriously

Another challenge faced by local
entrepreneurs is that people do not
usually support local businesses.
They would rather source expensive
or similar priced products from
surrounding neighborhoods, going so
far as to spend money on transport.
Locals are simply not conditioned to
having everything they need within
the township, even though more and
more products are being introduced
daily. Skepticism of local businesses
exists as people are used to buying
outside.

Furthermore, there are still many
Alex residents who are unaware of
the magnitude of businesses which
exist within the community. They just
bypass them and take transport to go
outside to find goods and services.
However, within the community, once
people become aware of a certain
brand or local trending business,
they are immediately drawn to it. The
use of media (abstract and visual) is
an effective method of conditioning
that can be used to change the
perception of entrepreneurs and
consumers. Some sort of repetitive
psychological or mental
reinforcement is necessary to
convince the target market to
consider buying local.

The rationale of locals to buy external
goods include complaints about
service standards and product ranges
within Alex. If there is no shift of
perception from the buyers,
entrepreneurs can perfect their
business models and the skepticism
will still exist and locals will continue
to still source outside Alex. If
somehow people can be guided
towards spending their money within
the community, Alex businesses can
grow exponentially and provide
employment opportunities.




