Gender Dynamics in Township Micro-Enterprises: Learning from the CSP and
EDSE Programme’s Township Economic Development Project.
August 2021

1

1. The CSP and EDSE Programmes

National Treasury’s Cities Support Programme 1 has partnered with the Ecosystem
Development for Small Enterprise (EDSE) Programme 2 to advance township economic
development. The Township Economic Development (TED) Project is a three-year
intervention of technical support to five metros to formulate, resource and implement an
overarching TED strategy for a pilot site. The participating metros (and pilot townships) are
the City of Tshwane (Hammanskraal), City of Ekurhuleni (Thembisa), eThekwini Metro
(Pinetown South), Nelson Mandela Bay Metro (New Brighton) and City of Cape Town
(Delft).The TED Project will run from February 2020 to February 2023. The Project takes a
spatial development approach, focusing on one township. The rationale for focusing on a
specific area is the need to concentrate interventions for maximum impact and then utilize
the learnings from the development process to be replicated in other townships.

Figure x: The five pilot sites in the five participating metros
Both the CSP and EDSE programmes recognise the importance of gender-sensitive
approaches in interventions to support the small business ecosystem to ensure that womenowned businesses and female entrepreneurs are afforded equitable access to development
The CSP is a multi-year demand-driven umbrella program within National Treasury, that aims to support the
development of productive, well-governed, inclusive and sustainable cities. The CSP operates within the eight
metros, focusing on the following thematic components: Governance and Fiscal Development, Climate
Resilience, Economic Development, Human Settlements and Public Transport.
2
The EDSE Programme is an innovative, five-year programme designed to effect meaningful change across South
Africa’s small, medium and micro-enterprise (SMME) ecosystem. The Programme aims to create a supportive,
enabling environment within which SMMEs can operate.
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opportunities. The TED project seeks to ensure that measures are advanced to redress the
legacy of female exclusion and marginalisation within the township business ecosystem.
The current paper provides a gendered consideration of the township economy, focusing on
the position of male and female businesses and the impact of the business environment in
enhancing and limiting opportunities for men and women. The research draws upon primary
data obtained for the TED Project situational analysis. This research brief aims to contribute
towards greater awareness of the need for gender empowerment and a gender-sensitive
approach to inclusive enterprise development programming, including specific interventions
to enhance opportunities for women in specific sectors.
This paper complements work completed by the EDSE Gender and Social Inclusion team, in
particular a paper that looks critically at the need to enhance access to finance for womenowned enterprises. 3

2. Gendered Consideration

Gender has a determining influence on the township business environment. Yet there is a
paucity of research on this subject. The literature has identified gendered influences in the
spatial ordering of businesses, in the sectors that are women-dominated both in employment
and in ownership, enterprise specific business strategies and characterisation, and in the
social-cultural dynamics within the household, marketplaces and the urban environment
more broadly. 4 The literature notes the gendered influences by class, age and geographic
location as well as persistent gender prejudices, biases and challenges facing women-owned
enterprises in the domestic, work and business environment. The COVID-19 pandemic has
exposed the greater vulnerabilities of women to loss of employment and their slower rate of
recovery (8% lower) to men as well as their reduced access relative to men to social assistance
in the form of the TERs and the COVID-19 SRD Grants (women represent 35-39% of the
beneficiaries of the two grants). 5 Women have been disproportionally impacted by increased
pressures from childcare and domestic duties due to lockdowns and disruptions in services,
both of which impacted their ability to focus on their businesses.

Spatial Factors
There are gendered considerations in the spaces and places in which men and women
conduct businesses, especially as sole traders. Men dominate sectors where business requires
mobility, such as transport services and taxis, including businesses that are heavily reliant on
access to vehicles. Women are generally more restricted to the home environment than men,
3
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in part due their dual responsibilities for child/elder care as well as the relative safety of the
neighbourhood environment. Within the neighbourhood context, women-run businesses are
known to include the selling and brewing of alcohol (shebeens), caring for the young and the
elderly and educating young children, providing personal services (such as laundry), working
within the hospitality and food sectors, across the beauty care sectors and providing health
care services, including traditional healing. Men dominate other sectors, including vehicle
related service and transport businesses.
The township high street has been recognised as an important place of business. Scholars
have pointed out the spatial layering of businesses in this context, both along the street and
from the street edge to neighbouring properties. Within this context, gendered relationships
are revealed in the clustering of businesses and the hierarchy of authorities between more
secure businesses that operate from brick-and-mortar structures or shipping containers to
businesses that operate with more rudimentary infrastructure from shacks, shaded and open
street stands and braai structures. These spatial influences often mean that persons with the
least political power (including ability to use force) and least economic resources and social
capital occupy the most marginal spaces and places within the township economy. In many
situations the most marginal are women traders. But women can (and do) utilise spatial
strategies to secure access to and maintain their presence in preferential informal markets,
such as the use of agglomerating strategies to concentrate businesses in specific localities or
the use of social networks to defend their rights to trade in particular spaces.
The map below indicates the distribution of businesses along high streets in New Brighton in
Nelson Mandela Bay Metro. The majority of businesses in these strategically important
locations are run by men, where 62% of businesses are run by men and 38% are run by
women.
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Figure x: Micro-enterprise Gender Dynamics in High Streets and Nodes in New Brighton,
Nelson Mandela Bay Metro
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Enterprise Characteristics
Gender has an important influence on the pathways that men and women traverse in going
into business. Home-based businesses in the township economy historically favoured female
entrepreneurs. These businesses enable women to utilise household assets, such as kitchen
facilities, to pursue micro-enterprise businesses whilst providing for the social and physical
care of young children and the elderly. This reflected both the gendered division of labour in
South African household as well as the availability of promising business opportunities within
the residential context for selling groceries, cooked food, fruit and vegetables and alcoholic
beverages. Over time some of these opportunities have narrowed, both as a result of the
pandemic and shifting business strategies, with the grocery retail sector most notably having
become dominated by male entrepreneurs. These more economically powerful
entrepreneurs have followed a route into the spaza sector via ethnic networks through which
the male entrepreneurs have had access to capital, labour, specific products, and network
support, enabling them to out compete home-based women traders who are now rarely
active in this sector.
In a number of sectors, women entrepreneurs have retained a gendered advantage. These
sectors include child-care, savings and micro-finance, hair salons, personal care and the sale
of cooked food and braai meat and small street stalls selling low-cost items that sell quickly,
such as sweets, biscuits and fruit and vegetables. To retain their advantage in these microenterprises, women have utilised social networks, cultural expectations, inter-personal
relationships, and technical skills. Scholars have argued that some female enterprise sectors,
including educares and traditional healers, have characteristics of social enterprises,
providing a social benefit as a core business objective and operating the business at levels of
affordability to the main client base of economically precarious individuals.
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Figure x: Women retain gendered advantages in sectors such as personal care
To illustrate this point, one of the notes from the TED survey indicates that women were
operate businesses that add social value or skills development.
This is a pre-school owned by a pensioner. It is supported by the department of social
development [ie. a grant recipient] but the business still needs some things like
administration equipment. Her major need is a place she can own and not rent.
Social-Cultural Dynamics and the Urban Environment
Social and political power relationships have a gendered influence on opportunities in
township business. The township transport sector, for example, is dominated by men and
male entrepreneurs because of both cultural perspectives on the kinds of work that men and
women ought to perform, but also as a result of organisational structures that control access
to opportunities in this sector and underpin the hyper-masculine culture that characterises
the minibus taxi industry. Violence is often used to reinforce claims to power and exclusive
business opportunities.
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Figure x: Men dominate the transport sector, which is influenced by gendered expectations
about work
EDSE-led research has found that women have less access to finance, which makes operating
and expanding their businesses more difficult. This is an impact of the gendered power
relations where women are prejudiced by their traditional roles both by their families and by
lending agencies.
Crime and inter-personal violence are specifically gendered in both the threat and the
experience of crime. Most targeted crimes and incidents of Gender Based Violence are
perpetrated by men. As a result of the disproportionate targeting of women-run businesses
(and women consumers), female entrepreneurs have to embrace risk reduction strategies,
which influence the spaces and places in which they conduct their business, the products they
sell, the services they provide, or the relationships they strategically have had to forge with
(potentially) violent groups to secure protection.
As a combined effect of these three influences, scholars have noted that women
predominantly operate survivalist businesses, whereas men predominate in sector that
require greater capital, assets and political power.
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3. Field Research
To understand the township business environment, the CSP / EDSE township economic
development team undertook research on micro-enterprises. The research specifically sought
to consider gendered characteristics of the micro-enterprises operating in the 5 townships of
the participating metros. The research was focussed on economic high streets, business
precincts, retail hub and identified nodes / precincts. The data gathering process was
undertaken by experienced researchers with the support of local field researchers who were
recruited via the Facebook Virtual Imbizos and trained in research methods and the use of
the research tools. 6 A questionnaire was utilised to structure the survey process, whilst in the
field the information from the research participants was recorded on hand-held tablets. The
tablets permitted the researchers to capture photographic and geospatial data, whilst the app
enabled the data to be safely stored in the cloud.

Figure x: A fieldworker in Hammanskraal interviews a barber
Field research was undertaken from August to November 2020. Measures were instituted to
ensure that the field research team adhered to recommended South African guidelines to
minimise exposure to COVID-19. The research team sought to complement the business
survey through ethnographic observations and note taking; capturing photographs of sites
https://www.facebook.com/NewBrightonVirtualImbizo/;
https://www.facebook.com/HammanskraalVirtualImbizo;
https://www.facebook.com/ThembisaVirtualImbizo;
https://www.facebook.com/PinetownVirtualImbizo;
https://www.facebook.com/DelftVirtualImbizo.
6
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and aspects of the township economy including the gendered use of space; and conducting
interviews with key persons, business operators and representatives of trader / business
associations.
The survey method was intended to provide an initial insight into business activities within
the township context, focussing on the high street and specific nodes. It was not possible to
survey all contexts and situations, and thus this work intentionally excluded residential sites
and transport operators. Given the importance of the neighbourhood context to certain kinds
of businesses in which women predominate, such as educare and shebeens, the research
does not fully reflect the diverse gendered roles in the township economy. It was also a
snapshot of the existing status of businesses, which is unable to reflect on potential changes
in the township business environment as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The researchers
were also not able to conduct in-depth interviews with participating entrepreneurs. Since
participation in the survey was voluntary, several business operators did not participate for
various reasons including their desire to avoid enumeration and possibly fear of state
interference in their business practice, including a requirement for formalisation.
In total, the survey obtained gender-relevant data from 1226 micro-enterprises across the
five townships. Within this sample, 34% of the businesses were female operated, including
businesses that were female owned. Only 3 businesses were jointly run by women and men,
which confirms the very binary nature of gender relationships in township businesses with
the businesses either male or female controlled entities. All identified businesses were
classified according to 25 descriptive categories, ranging from appliance repairs and sales to
transport, following the use of this approach in research on mapping the township business
environment. 7 The surveys carried out in this study allow for a more nuanced understanding
of the challenges facing women in operating these businesses in the township environment.
Findings
The starkest but not unexpected finding was that women entrepreneurs operate businesses
in a much narrower range of sectors than male entrepreneurs. The contrasting gendered
participation in the identified sectors is shown in Figure 1, which indicates the proportional
participation of male and female business operators. Men have both high proportional
participation and sector dominance in car repairs and services, grocery retail and appliance
repairs, whereas women have high proportional participation and are relatively numerous in
the sectors of cooked food, the selling of fruit and vegetable, and hair care services. To make
sense of the comparative differences between male and female participation across the range
of sectors, Figure 2 and Figure 3 show the proportion of female and male-run businesses that
comprise the top five most important sectors.
As seen in figure 2, for female entrepreneurs, the top five sectors (with the proportion of
female businesses in brackets) were: selling cooked food (26%), hair care services (19%),
Charman, A. J. E., Petersen, L. M., Piper, L. E., Liedeman, R., & Legg, T. (2015). Small Area Census Approach to Measure
the Township Informal Economy in South Africa. Journal of Mixed Methods Research.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689815572024
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selling fruit and vegetables (10%), selling snacks and cigarettes (7%) and selling clothes (6%).
These five business types account for 68% of female participation in the survey. Figure 3
demonstrates that male entrepreneurs predominantly operate in car repairs and services
(15%), grocery retail, in other words spaza shops, (10%), cooked food (9%), hair care (9%),
and the selling of snacks and cigarettes (7%). Yet the top five male businesses only account
for 50% of male participation in the survey, which shows that men, proportionally, operate
businesses in a greater range of sectors than women. Sectors with relatively greater male
roles include building services, furniture sales, hardware sales, micro-manufacturing, phone
services and shoe repairs.

Figure x: The businesses most commonly run by women are micro-enterprises selling cooked
food
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Figure x: Haircare is also a significant sector in which women participate
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Figure x: The businesses most commonly operated by men are micro-enterprises providing
automotive repair services
The research highlights subtle, though notable, differences in the age profiles between male
and female respondents. In the age categories 20s or younger and 30s, we note a relatively
higher portion of men than women: 21% vs 17% and 41% vs 36%. The findings indicate that
men enter businesses at a younger age then women, with female entrepreneurship benefiting
from their access to resources with age in their 40s and 50s. The differences in these age
cohorts are not extremely wide but are sufficient to suggest a need to increase business
development support opportunities for young women.
An under-reported aspect of the township economy and informal micro-enterprises is the
significance of employee-run businesses. Approximately 38% of the surveyed township
businesses are operated by worker(s) who conduct the business for an absentee business
owner and are hence employees (rather than entrepreneurs or self-employed persons). The
extent of employee operations varies according to the gender and the nationality of the
participant. To explore this trend, we disaggregated the data into four geographic regions (as
proxies for nationality), with the results shown in Figure 4. The use of employees to operate
a business is considerably greater in enterprises run by non-South Africans, though even in
South African owned businesses 62% of female businesses are owner-operated and 61% of
male businesses are owner-operated. Among businesses run by entrepreneurs from the
geographic proxy of Central and North Africa, as few as 37% of female businesses are owneroperated and 48% of male businesses are owner-operated. These findings have important
implications for precinct management strategies as employees might potentially have lower
13

interests in the broader business environment should they consider their employment to be
precarious and/or short-term.
The gendered characteristics of the identified micro-enterprises were surprisingly muted
against a number of variables, with both male and female businesses having similar
characteristics across the sample average. In the case of business structures, the data
indicates that female and male entrepreneurs utilise a similar range of business structures,
that include shipping containers (24%), private houses (14%), business units (17%), trading
stands (27%) and shacks built from corrugated iron and timber frames. These figures are
obviously influenced by the concentration of the research on high streets and trading nodes.
Yet the results highlight the need for metros to consider tenure security for the street traders
whilst recognising the centrality of shipping containers and shacks in the township economy,
as these structures are widely used in business sectors that are important to women,
including hair care businesses. Our analysis of the monthly rental costs of the different
structures used by men and women provides nuance to these overall similarities in the
gendered use of business structures. Female business operations generally rent low-cost
structures, with 13% of the respondents renting infrastructure at more than R2001 per
month, where 27% of male business rent the more expensive infrastructure. This would
suggest that men are, in general, operating larger businesses and are hence able to afford
higher quality spatial opportunities in respect to the quality and spatial situation of business
structures.
The research investigated the use of social media in the business operation. Female business
operators reported, comparatively, greater use of Facebook (58% vs 51%) and WhatsApp
(43% vs 38%) than male business operators, with WhatsApp having more relevance to the
day-to-day operations in the business. On the Facebook Virtual Imbizo pages that the TED
established to build a platform of engagement with communities in the five townships, we
note that whilst the pages are followed by an even distribution across gender, male
participants are more likely to post comments or react to provocations and polls.
4. Gendered Voices
In general, men and women experience similar thematic issues around running their
businesses, however, there are some key differences in what kinds of sectors different
genders might operate in, what might motivate business owners and how they perceive
operational challenges in the business environment. The following section explores the
differences and similarities between issues that men and women experience when operating
businesses in township settings.
Men and women both experience the following operational issues: poor access to
infrastructure such as water, sanitation, ablutions and electricity, high rental costs, concerns
about competition, difficulty accessing suppliers and, in the past year, covid-19 and
lockdowns slowing down business. At the same time, there were a number of businesses that
indicated that the business was well located and experienced little competition or that sought
strategic partnerships such as running their business from the same space as other
businesses. It was also common across genders for operators to decline to participate in the
14

interview because of survey fatigue or perceptions of inaction by the state, or because the
operator was an employee.
While concerns about safety and crime are experienced by both men and women, the
articulation of these concerns varies significantly. Women participants expressed
apprehension about their safety in direct relation to being female, while men, who might also
experience troubles with safety, made no reference to their gender as a concern for why they
were being targeted. Comments that were recorded during the surveys demonstrate the
worries that women articulated about safety:
•
•

•

“It's very dangerous for women to operate business in this area because of the
crime.”
“She complained about the crime, saying that they stay in one premises and
use a dirty and unsafe toilet. They even find nyaope boys [drug addicts] sleeping
inside the business trading place so it's not safe for a woman.”
“There is a lot of criminals in this trading site, she was mugged last week and
they took her phone and money.”

Men were more concerned with how organized crime affects their businesses:
•
•
•

“The major struggle for his business are the thugs who are taxing them money
…”
“The business here is good, but the only challenge is that the thugs gets away
with crime.”
“As I was busy doing the interview a gangster came and demanded a cigarette
for free, and when the store owner refused to give him a cigarette he threw a
huge stone at the entrance of the shop.”

As far as differences between operational challenges men and women face, it is worth noting
that women reported on the following issues more regularly than men: lack of shelter or
storage space, poor business location, customers not paying for services rendered,
experiences of being moved on by municipal officials or law enforcement and experiencing
difficulty or discrimination for being a woman. At the same time, it was also more common
for women to express that their business added social value in addition to the profit motive.
Some of the comments captured by researchers and participants demonstrate the issues set
out above:
Poor location
•

•

“The business is run by a lady and she told me how quiet business is within the
area and her business is running slow. She would be happy to be moved
elsewhere where the business will be viable. She also needs shelter, water,
electricity, toilets and disposal waste.”
“Business located in a quiet area there is not much happening. She said maybe
a new structure would attract new customers.”

Forced removal by the police or municipality
15

•
•

“The most difficult thing at the moment is having to run from the police almost
every day.”
“The challenge is sometimes you find municipal people chasing them away
because they don't pay rent.”

Figure x: Laws restricting trade in specific places remains a barrier to operating for many
micro-enterprises
Being a woman in a male-dominated sector
•

•

•

“She is a mashonisa [money lender] she collects money mostly at month end;
it's not a safe business especially dealing with man who does not want to pay
up.”
“The only salon to be having a female nail technician who is also from
Hammanskraal as opposed to other salons where the majority of nail
technicians are male foreign nationals.”
“The thing of discrimination happens more especially to the mobile street
vendors, mostly it affects women.”

In general, women are more likely to struggle to access well-located, formal (in the eyes of
officials) business premises with adequate shelter or storage. Furthermore, women report
experiences of discrimination based on gender, both in relation to business operations from
clients and the state, as well as vulnerability to crime, which is something that men do not
report in the same way. These intersecting dynamics that exacerbate vulnerability correlate
with the observation that women generally operate survivalist businesses. In contrast, men
were more likely to embrace risks such as pivoting towards a new business venture or a
different spatial location. The larger businesses, both male and female, also tended to express
an interest in accessing financing assistance and/or registering their business. It was also more
common for a male owner of a business to indicate that he owned more than one business.
Some of the comments captured during the survey process illustrate these points:
Testing a new business
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•

“His challenge is that he is new in the business, and nobody really knows him
in the area yet.”

Registration and growing a business
•
•
•
•

•

“He claims his business is registered and he just is waiting for SARS to open, he
owns the container but rents the space at R600 per month.”
“He is a painter and registered the business because he hopes to get local
tenders. He has yet to get a tender. He lost his job because of covid.”
“The owner said that his business would be much easier to run if it was
registered.”
“Yogesh says that he has a business plan to grow his business and employ other
people and wishes to receive funding. Yogesh has BSC in Chemistry and he's
able to produce vinegar, juices and all the food related items to feed the
market. He has a business plan but lacks financial support, he says he also has
an interest in agriculture production but lacks land.”
“Local businesses needs to be supported by funders including the advertisers
like MTN, Vodacom and Coca-Cola. “

Good location and ownership of multiple businesses
•

•
•

“The business is situated at the busiest corner of this business hive and he is
owning three businesses at once; his major complaint is transport as he has to
go far to buy his stuff and has employed only one person.”
“The owner of the business is currently not present because he has got other
fruit and vegetables businesses in other places.”
“The owner arrived after I was done with the interview and informed us that
he owns the hardware and a cosmetic shop.”

The male participants who indicated their desire to formalise, expand their business or own
more than one business suggests gendered advantages of education, training or capital, and
certain forms of social capital. While these observations point to general trends, and there
are certainly exceptions across the gender divide, the research confirms that women tend to
operate in physical circumstances and locations that are more precarious than men, which
limits their ability to access resources that might assist them in accumulating adequate capital
to expand and/or formalise their business. Women also face prejudice in accessing funding
from family networks and micro-lenders.

5. Implications for Programme and Policy
The research conducted for this study confirms gendered constraints on women-run
businesses are prevalent in the township environment. These constraints include aspects of
gender-based violence. The nuances of the research findings point to the need for programme
interventions to address these issues systemically. Areas for intervention include:
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Access to Finance: women-owned business have reduced access to finance because of biases
in the way finance is awarded to men and women, to business type and scale. These issues
need to be critically addressed in both government and private sector finance schemes.
Sector Transition Programmes: There needs to be targeted support to assist women to enter
male dominated sectors, particularly in services where earning potential is greater than
heavily traded street markets selling fast-moving, but low profit, goods. Food service is an
important sector for women, though businesses in this sector have historically been underfunded in government programmes and marginalised from the kinds of private sector
investments (signages, fridges, pay point devices etc.) that have gone into the male
dominated spaza sector. Innovative ways to fund these businesses are needed, such as the
willingness of financial institutions to accept moveable property as collateral.
Youth Programmes: Young women are disproportionally underrepresented in the township
economy and therefore need targeted business development support and finance to take up
business opportunities. These programmes should take into consideration the safety and
security vulnerabilities of young women in accessing markets in which to trade and operate
their businesses. Providing space for youth entrepreneurs in business hives and safe places in
municipal markets would contribute towards lessening the constraints from crime. There
should be greater support for businesses in the creative economies, such as clothing design,
craft production, visual and performance art, and digital production. Many of these activities
are suitable for home-based start-ups. It is essential that programmes targeting youth
entrepreneurs address some of the technical and financial barriers to participation in the
digital economy. Creative economy entrepreneurs require access to affordable and fast
internet. A focus on innovation in funding can create an unfair bias against young womenowned businesses in the township economy, as they tend to operate within traditional
sectors.
Formalisation: Most government-led business development support programmes require
entrepreneurs to formalise their business to access support. Sectors in which women are
dominant, including childcare and liquor retail, in addition, require formal business licences
that are hard to obtain because of the strenuous conditions for licencing. The requirement
for formalisation impacts on the ability of micro-enterprises to conduct their business legally
and results in harassment by law enforcement agencies. Formalisation should be seen as a
development process. In such an approach, businesses should be supported to transition
towards formal status, incrementally at first, as business operators require time to
accumulate the necessary assets, skills and capabilities necessary to operate a formally
registered business.
Infrastructure and Security of Tenure: The research highlights the need for government,
including municipalities, to enhance access to business infrastructure on high streets and
within high potential nodes. This includes connecting businesses to electricity, water and
sewerage systems. Food service and hair care, two important sectors for female operated
township businesses, are heavily reliant on access to these utilities. Additionally,
municipalities should enhance security of tenure through affording businesses with rights to
particular stands or instituting street trader plans. It is important to ensure that within these
18

plans, women are equally represented and given an equitable share of stands with strategic
advantages. There is also scope of introducing a simple permit system that can provide
traders with rights to conduct businesses in designated spaces and places..
Safety and Security: women business owners are more affected by issues of safety and
security than male owned business. This requires gender sensitive programming and spatially
targeted interventions. Ideal interventions would entail public-private partnerships, including
arrangements with trader organisations and community based neighbourhood watches.
There is a need to strengthen collective vigilance within street markets, which can be enabled
through crime prevention through environmental design techniques, such as improved
lighting and adjustment to market layout. Safe toilets are largely absent from business
hotspots. Importantly, gender sensitive safety strategies must be embedded within robust
precinct management strategies.
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Figure 1
Gender proportional participation in sectors
30,00
25,00
20,00
15,00
10,00
5,00
0,00

Male

female

20

Figure 3

Figure 2

Figure 4
Owner-operated micro-enterprises by nationality category and gender
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