
Alexandra ,  northwest  of  Johannesburg,  i s  South Afr ica ’s  o ldest  township –  urban areas
formerly  reserved for  Blacks  dur ing the era  of  apartheid racia l  segregat ion.  I ts  est imated
populat ion of  200,000-250,000 is  crammed into less  than 7  square k i lometres ,  an area not
much bigger  than London’s  Hyde Park .  ‘A lex ’ ,  as  i t  i s  a f fect ionately  known,  has  one of  the
world ’s  h ighest  populat ion densit ies  (around 28-30,000 people  per  square k i lometre) ,  as
wel l  as  a  unique history  and ident i ty .  For  generat ions ,  i t  has  attracted people  f rom around
Southern Afr ica  in  search of  a  better  l i fe .  I t  i s  a  melt ing pot  of  South Afr ican and foreign-
born res idents ,  and at  any given t ime,  the streets  are  f i l led with the sounds of  i s iZulu ,
Setswana,  Sepedi ,  Venda,  and Tsonga,  as  wel l  as  Shona,  Amhara ,  Somal i ,  or  L ingala .  The
gl i tzy  corporate towers  of  Sandton,  South Afr ica ,  and Afr ica ’s  wealthiest  square mi le  are
only  a  few blocks  down the road,  but  a  universe apart .

C O M M O N  C H A L L E N G E S
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While  poverty  and hardship remain endemic ,
Alex  is  a lso  a  p lace of  aspirat ion,  socia l
mobi l i ty ,  h igh-octane energy ,  res i l ience ,
invent iveness ,  and entrepreneurship .  Every
second or  third bui ld ing,  or  empty pavement
spot ,  seems to  house a  business  of  some sort :
Hair  sa lons ,  smal l  reta i l  stores ,  f ru it  and veg
sel lers ,  repair  shops ,  restaurants  and& taverns ,
baker ies ,  dr iv ing schools  or  informal  creches .
An ent i re  ecosystem of  businesses  has
emerged,  most ly  organical ly ,  to  cater  to  the
local  populat ion’s  needs ,  and occasional ly ,  a lso
expand their  reach beyond the township .

Alex ,  in  other  words ,  i s  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  potent ia l ly  a lso  re levant
elsewhere .



Key  chal lenge  1 :  50% o f  entrepreneurs  in  our

samp le  have  on ly  reached  their  secondary  level  o f

educat ion

 

In  Alex ,  one of  most  s igni f icant  mi lestones is
f in ishing grade 12 .  When someone completes  grade
12 ,  i t  i s  v iewed as  a  major  accompl ishment by
society .  I t  i s  not  compulsory  nor  real ist ic  to  enrol l  in
further  educat ion and tra ining (FET) ,  a l though i t  i s
highly  des ired by many.  There are  several  chal lenges
facing schools  in  the township .  F i rst ly ,  there is  a  lack
of  motivat ion to  complete school  due to  l imited
resources  and poor  infrastructure within the school
system.  Further ,  students  are  not  incent iv ised to
complete their  studies  due to  the high
unemployment rates  fac ing them upon graduat ion.
Some people  would rather  fu l f i l l  minimum school ing
requirements  so  that  they can begin to  focus on
secur ing employment ,  even i f  th is  employment
entai ls  a  low-ski l l s  pos it ion such as  working for  a
reta i l  chain or  local  ca l l  centre .  

Technology educat ion is  another  major  chal lenge for
the Alex  community .  On average,  people  who attend
Alex schools  f in ish their  pr imary  and secondary
school ing without  ever  having used a  computer .  This
is  especia l ly  t rue for  indiv iduals  over  the age of  40 .
Alex  youth are  more often tech- l i terate  but  rare ly
have opportunit ies  to  engage with technical
infrastructure on a  regular  bas is .  Again ,  the high
rates  of  unemployment ,  part icular  amongst  youth,
have contr ibuted to  a  major  demoral izat ion for
further  educat ion.  
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Key  chal lenge  2 :  55% o f  entrepreneurs  in  our

samp le  have  never  worked  in  a  related  industry

pr ior  to  launching  their  bus iness

 

With the high rate  of  unemployment ,  fami l ies  must
f ind a  way to  feed themselves .  This  is  often the
pr imary motivat ion for  them to start  their  own
business .  Typical ly ,  entrepreneurs  launch
businesses  after  ident i fy ing a  need within a  market
and then developing a  product  or  serv ice to  fu l f i l
that  need.  This  is  a lso  ev idenced within Alex  and
can be exempl i f ied by an entrepreneur  f rom our
sample .  

Takalo  Moloto of  the Moloto Dr iv ing Academy
began his  business  after  randomly being asked by
a neighbor  for  ass istance with secur ing a  dr iv ing
learnings booking.  At  the t ime,  learnings booking
appointments  were made through a  cal l  centre .
After  successful ly  ass ist ing his  neighbor  with this
process ,  Takalo  was referred to  more people
looking for  the same support .  He real ized there was
a gap in  the market ,  and he could create a  serv ice
to direct ly  address  that  gap.  Takalo  had no pr ior
exper ience in  serv ices  business  nor  had he worked
in a  learner ’s  booking or  re lated company.  This
sty le  of  entrepreneurship is  extremely  common in
Alex .  L ike with Takalo ,  entrepreneurs  rare ly  have
any background knowledge about  the industry  they
are working in .  However ,  due to  the need to  surv ive
and support  their  fami l ies ,  they create businesses
wherever  they can.   Further ,  46% of  the
entrepreneurs  f rom our  sample have never  worked
in a  formal  corporate sett ing.  Thus ,  they typical ly
are  not  fami l iar  with tradit ional  business  systems,
pol ic ies ,  regulat ions ,  or  opportunit ies  in  their
respect ive  sectors .  



Key  Cha l lenge  3 :  Rega rd less  o f

how  many  yea r s  the  bus iness  has

been  ope ra t iona l  for ,  ove r  90%o f

the  ent repreneurs  ope ra ted  f rom

on ly  1  loca t ion

A quest ion ex ists  as  to  why
entrepreneurs  are  not  able  to
expand their  businesses  to  other
areas  in  and around Alex .  A l though
there is  a  h igh motivat ion displayed
by entrepreneurs  to  grow their
businesses ,  only  a  smal l  percentage
of  entrepreneurs  have actual ly  been
able  to  do so .  

Key  Cha l lenge  4 :  G iven  the

surv iva l is t  env i ronment ,  the

capac i ty  for  se l f -educa t ion  is

l im i ted

In  order  to  convince Alex  locals  of
an idea ,  v igorous condit ioning is
required.  Repet i t ion of  that  idea is
necessary  for  i t  to  become
internal ized.  This  is  part icular ly
re levant  for  business  owners  in  Alex .
Providing tra ining and business
mater ia ls  to  entrepreneurs  on ways
to improve their  business  may not
generate opt imum results .  In  this
market ,  with the numerous
obstacles  and dai ly  chal lenges faced
by these indiv iduals ,  there is  often a
struggle  to  make the t ime to  do
tra ining or  rev iew mater ia ls  on their
own.  The dai ly  goal  of  people  is
sometimes just  to  make enough
money to  eat  for  that  day .  For
people  who are  st i l l  s t ruggl ing to
put  food on the table ,  the
psychological  and intel lectual
capacity  for  educat ion may
sometimes be lacking.  However ,
these indiv iduals  are  motivated to
improve their  businesses  and in
turn ,  their  overal l  wel l -being.  For
these entrepreneurs ,  repet i t ion ,
pract ical i ty ,  and monitor ing become
necessary  tools  of  engagement .  



Key  Cha l lenge  5 :  Res i dents  o f ten

do  not  suppor t  loca l  bus inesses  or

take  loca l  se rv i ces  se r ious ly

Another  chal lenge faced by local
entrepreneurs  is  that  people  do not
usual ly  support  local  businesses .
They would rather  source expensive
or  s imi lar  pr iced products  f rom
surrounding neighborhoods ,  going so
far  as  to  spend money on transport .
Locals  are  s imply  not  condit ioned to
having everything they need within
the township ,  even though more and
more products  are  being introduced
dai ly .  Skept ic ism of  local  businesses
exists  as  people  are  used to  buying
outs ide .

Furthermore ,  there are  st i l l  many
Alex  res idents  who are  unaware of
the magnitude of  businesses  which
exist  within the community .  They just
bypass  them and take transport  to  go
outs ide to  f ind goods and serv ices .
However ,  within the community ,  once
people  become aware of  a  certa in
brand or  local  t rending business ,
they are  immediately  drawn to  i t .  The
use of  media  (abstract  and v isual )  i s
an ef fect ive  method of  condit ioning
that  can be used to  change the
percept ion of  entrepreneurs  and
consumers .  Some sort  of  repet i t ive
psychological  or  mental
re inforcement is  necessary  to
convince the target  market  to
consider  buying local .  

The rat ionale  of  locals  to  buy external
goods include complaints  about
serv ice standards and product  ranges
within Alex .  I f  there is  no shi f t  of
percept ion f rom the buyers ,
entrepreneurs  can perfect  their
business  models  and the skept ic ism
wil l  st i l l  ex ist  and locals  wi l l  cont inue
to st i l l  source outs ide Alex .  I f
somehow people  can be guided
towards spending their  money within
the community ,  A lex  businesses  can
grow exponent ia l ly  and provide
employment opportunit ies .


