
access to finance for
women entrepreneurs

in south africa
November 2006

diagnostic study on access
to finance for women entrepreneurs

in south africa

The Department of Trade and Industry (the dti) is committed to addressing the issues of gender equity and economic
growth as part of its business mandate. The department believes that gender equity is an economic issue that is critical
in fast-tracking South Africa's economic growth. Since 1998, the dti has been running a gender programme targeting
women, with both an internal and external focus. Informed by both national and international instruments aimed at
advancing gender equity, the Gender and Women’s Empowerment Unit (GWE) is housed within the Enterprise and Industry
Development Division of the dti.

The International Finance Corporation’s (IFC) mission is to promote sustainable private sector investment in developing
and transition countries, helping to reduce poverty and improve people's lives. IFC finances private sector investments
in the developing world, mobilises capital in the international financial markets, helps clients improve social and
environmental sustainability, and provides technical assistance and advice to governments and businesses. Since its founding
in 1956, through to 2005, IFC has committed more than $49 billion of its own funds and arranged $24 billion in syndications
for 3,319 companies in 140 developing countries.

Recognising that gender inequality inhibits businesswomen from fully participating in private sector development, IFC
launched the Gender Entrepreneurship Markets (GEM) programme in December 2004. The programme aims to mainstream
gender into the IFC's work in key areas, while helping to better leverage the untapped potential of women as well as
men in emerging markets.

FinMark Trust is an independent trust, established in March 2002 with initial funding from the UK's Department for
International Development. Its mission is summarised in its slogan "Making financial markets work for the poor". In practice
this means promoting and supporting institutional and organisational development which will increase access to financial
services by the unbanked and underbanked of Africa.

FinScope is a nationally representative study of consumers’ perceptions on financial services and issues, which creates
insight into how consumers source their income and manage their financial lives.
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Foreword

t is my personal and professional belief that facilitating equitable and easy access

to finance is key for us to unlock the entrepreneurial potential amongst South African

women. Fortunately, this view was well supported by women all over the country who

actively participated in our consultation drive as part of developing the draft National

Strategic Framework on Gender and Women’s Economic Empowerment. Historically,

the financial markets have always been gender blind, thus becoming the major obstacle

for women to start, grow and strengthen their enterprises. As noted in the Financial

Sector Services Charter, the financial sector is characterised by low levels of participation,

meaningful ownership, control, management, as well as low levels of skilled positions

occupied by black women.

Part of creating a favourable environment for growing
women’s entrepreneurship in South Africa, it is required
of us to come up with empirical factual research on how
the financial markets have been engaging with women
in the new South Africa. We also wanted to establish more
facts as to how both these financial markets, together with
our economic policies, have brought about the desired
impacts in as far as transforming our economy is concerned.
Through this study, we now have a clear picture with

answers on how and what it is that needs to be done by
the government in partnership with the private sector to
be able to ensure that women are enabled to be fully
represented whilst actively participating in our economy.

I trust that all you readers will find it useful and that
you will work together with us in your own way in making
the South African financial markets more supportive to
women entrepreneurs. Our economy needs both its men
and women to grow.

Malibongwe!

Ms Elizabeth Thabethe: MP
Deputy Minister of Trade and Industry

I
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he diagnostic study on Access to Finance for Women Entrepreneurs in South Africa

was undertaken at the request of the Gender and Women’s Empowerment Unit

of the Department of Trade and Industry of South Africa. The Department of Trade and

Industry has played a leading role in asserting the centrality of Black Economic

Empowerment in transforming the racially divided economy of South Africa and

eradicating the legacy of apartheid.
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There is a realisation, however, that, while race has
historically been the primary driver of economic disparities
in South Africa, other forms of discrimination also prevent
certain groups from accessing economic freedom and
opportunity. Women, who represent 52% of the South
African population, still suffer from historical and cultural
prejudice in accessing opportunities, for a number of
reasons that are outlined in this study. While access to
financial services continues to be largely racially defined
in South Africa, the gender gap between men and women
does exist, and is likely to grow if special efforts are not
undertaken to address the underlying issues now.

The mandate of the International Finance Corporation
(IFC) is to promote and support private sector development
in developing countries. Support to the financial sector
is central to the IFC’s strategy, given the primordial role
played by financial markets in any economy, be it emerging
or established. The IFC established the Gender
Entrepreneurship Markets (GEM) programme in December
2004 in order to mainstream gender in its key priorities.
It is our honour for GEM to have been able to produce
this initial study on behalf of the Department of Trade
and Industry, and we trust that its findings will be a catalyst
for continual work on this theme in South Africa.

Finmark Trust generously co-funded the analysis of
data from their Finscope Household Survey 2005, with

Ilana Melzer of Eighty 20 being responsible for the
breakdown of this data as well as that of the 2004 Labour
Force Survey. Our appreciation goes to Anne Marie
Chidzero who enabled Finmark’s participation in and
support of the project. Ms Sharda Naidoo and Ms Anne
Hilton, independent consultants in the sectors of access
to finance, business development and gender, conducted
primary and secondary research for the other chapters of
the report and ran focus groups in several provinces of
the country. From the IFC, Natalie Africa, GEM’s Africa
co-ordinator, was responsible for management and final
editing of the overall report, with support from Jozefina
Cutura. The study was funded by the GEM unit, headed
by Amanda Ellis.

We would like to extend our appreciation to the various
respondents who agreed to be surveyed and interviewed
for this study. These include political and regulatory
authorities, financial institutions, business development
service providers and credit bureaus. Most of all, we thank
the women entrepreneurs, their associations and institutions
who availed of their client base, time and experience to
share their challenges, hopes and successes. We trust that
the information shared in this study will contribute towards
creating a business environment that supports you in your
efforts to transform and grow the South African economy.

International Finance Corporation
Johannesburg 2006
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Executive Summary
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1 See table overleaf.

4 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Women have used political gains well over the last
twelve years, with 43% of the national cabinet and 37%
of our parliamentarians being female. Women have also
firmly and steadily begun to also extend their advantage
in the economic sphere by running and managing SMEs
and even large investment consortia.

With women representing 52% of the South African
population, government and private sector institutions
should take into account gender considerations if they
intend to be genuinely representative and effective.

The Labour Force Survey for 2005 reveals that black
women are in fact the largest single self-employed segment
of the population1; a fact that is not reflected in the current
industry targets for business activity.

It is recognised that gender neutral economic strategies
generally do not adequately empower women – given
that the playing field for economic opportunity is rarely
even in any society. Race continues to be the main driver
for equal participation in the South African economy,
but the research presented in this study also reveals a
definite gender gap in status and therefore access.

Financial services are central to economic development
and to the growth and sustainability of enterprise. To be
truly accessible and demand-driven, they, like other sectors,
need to integrate both race and gender-focused considerations.

The Gender and Economic Empowerment Unit of
the Department of Trade and Industry therefore requested
the IFC to undertake a diagnostic study to determine the
extent to which financial service providers in the country
were sufficiently aware of the challenges facing women
entrepreneurs in South Africa. The study was to examine
in particular the potential for Black Economic
Empowerment strategies to adequately service the needs
of the emerging black female entrepreneurs and to make
recommendations in this regard. The terms of reference
for this study were therefore to:
• Understand the constraints and opportunities in

accessing finance as perceived and experienced by
women entrepreneurs;

• Review existing data that may assess gaps in the
market for provision of capital and other financial
services to women compared to men, at all stages of
business development;

• Review existing programmes and funds that provide
access to financing for SMMEs in South Africa, to
determine the extent to which they are reaching
women entrepreneurs. This would include programmes
offered by financial institutions, public sector schemes,
and public-private partnerships;

• Assess the status of business development support
and other ancillary services in as far as they support
women to grow their businesses and access finance;

• Provide recommendations about the state of access
to finance for women entrepreneurs in South Africa,
identify where gaps in access exist, and what
programmes or services could be considered to
address these gaps in a sustainable manner.

The areas of study were: Customer Survey; the Macro
Framework; Financial Institutions; Business Development
Support; Credit Referencing and BEE Financing. Research
was undertaken through primary and secondary means.
Material from the annual Finmark Trust surveys and the
national Labour Force Survey was disaggregated and
analysed; interviews and focus groups were run across
the country with women entrepreneurs, financial
institutions, business development support institutions
and other relevant stakeholders.

The study represents the first time that an integrated
analysis of financial access factors across gender lines
has been undertaken in South Africa.

The key findings and recommendations of the
diagnostic study across the main study areas are
summarised below.

ocio-economic transformation in South Africa will continue to be top priority,

given the lasting legacy of apartheid on the economic structure and control

mechanisms of the economy. Post-apartheid South Africa has entrenched not only racial

equality, but has also put in place broad measures to ensure gender equality and non-

discrimination on the basis of sex.
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POLICY FRAMEWORK – GOOD BUT NO TARGETS FOR
WOMEN IN BUSINESS

South Africa’s constitutional and legislative framework
is progressive and highlights the importance of gender
equality. The study reviews the legislative and institutional
provisions that have been put in place to promote SME
development since 1994 as a means to grow the economy

and employment. These provisions are, on the whole,
sound and progressive.

The Broad-Based BEE Act of 2003 specifies the
importance of “increasing the extent to which black
women own and manage existing and new enterprises,
and increasing their access to economic activities,
infrastructure and skills training” (Para 2d). The Act
further notes that “in order to comply with the equality
provision of the constitution, a code of good practice
and targets therein specified may distinguish between
black men and black women” (Para 9.4.).

Despite these provisions in the Act, the Financial
Sector Charter of 2003 only specifies gender targets
(which are extremely low) in staffing. It is totally silent
on gender equality in enterprise development or in
procurement finance. The Codes of Good Practice for

2 In other words have a bank account in a formal banking institution.

WHO IS THE CUSTOMER?

Data surveys show that, while race is still a primary driver of financial access in South Africa, a gender gap also
exists which cuts across the races. The combination of race and gender disparities work largely, however, to the
detriment of black women who register the lowest levels of income and of formal access to economic opportunity
and financial services.

Despite having a higher rate of participation in the labour force than white women: 73% against 59%, black
women – at only 14% of the formally employed – have the lowest level of formal employment rates. This is
contrasted with 43% for white men, 34% for white women and 21% for black men. Black women also have the
lowest level of earnings.

Largely because of their relative exclusion from formal employment, as well as the higher level of female-headed
households, black women represent the largest segment of self-employed across race and gender groups.

While available data sources need to be better aligned on this point, it illustrates the tremendous business
and growth opportunity represented by black women as self-employed adults in the South African economy. This
opportunity should be better translated in policy documents and industry strategies and targets for black business.

The direct correlation between poverty, waged employment and use of financial services implies that, without
growth in economic opportunity, use of financial services will remain limited to a few – to the long-term detriment
of the financial sector and the economy as a whole. Black women currently represent the smallest segment of
“formally banked” in the population2 at only 38% – against 44% for black males and 94% and 91% respectively
for white males and females. They also have the lowest usage of most financial products, from retail store accounts
to life insurance, medical insurance, short-term insurance and loans. The only exception is savings clubs, where
they register the highest usage even though the figure, at 9%, is still low in absolute terms.

Physical access is a barrier to usage, even when customers are banked, and is largely race-driven. The survey
indicates that in 2005 88% of banked white women were able to reach their bank within 10 minutes, while the
corresponding percentage for banked black women is only 22%.

Another telling figure reveals that, where 2% of black men and women had home loans in 2005, the figure is
26% and 32% for white women and men respectively. This has a direct impact on black entrepreneurs’ ability to
raise collateralised credit for business use and requires creative solutions from financial institutions.

NUMBER OF SELF-EMPLOYED ADULTS
(BROAD DEFINITION, 18+) BY RACE AND GENDER

Black White Coloured Indian/Asian

Women 1,009,114 119,671 21,535 10,354
Men 833,704 281,712 45,093 69,918

Source:Labour Force Survey 2005



preferential procurement and enterprise development
that came out in 2005 similarly do not distinguish between
black men and black women at all, despite the Act’s
provision that they may do so in order to comply with
the equality provision of the constitution.

Consequently, most financial institutions work on an
assumption that BEE strategy will automatically benefit
women. In reality, this is not the case and could lead to
a marginalisation of black women if adequate measures
are not taken soon.

The study therefore recommends that the BEE Codes
and Industry charters be urgently reviewed in order to
provide more specific targets for women’s business
activity. The Codes and charters would also need to
provide uniform standards to define women-owned
business, since different institutions currently use different
definitions to measure a women-owned business. This
can obviously influence their results substantially and
not give a standard picture to the public or the customer
on who is meeting what targets.

FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS – ARE THEY REACHING
BLACK WOMEN?

Out of 170 women surveyed across four provinces,
only 7 were familiar with the development finance
institutions in their provinces. This reflects a paucity of

marketing by these institutions to this target market, and
of limited use of networks such as businesswomen’s
organisations, trade organisations, local structures and
public media.

 Some of the development finance institutions report
reaching good targets with regard to financing women’s
business, as shown below. Their strategies are still largely
based, however, on an assumption of gender neutrality,
and it is certain that even more opportunities could be
exploited with a focused attempt to analyse and the
strengths of this particular market. The other very
obvious weakness is that there is no uniform
standard amongst institutions for defining a
women-owned enterprise – the definition can
vary between 20-51% plus women’s shareholding!
• 51% for IDC’s franchising unit portfolio

in 2005
• 49% of Khula’s disbursements in

2004-2005
• 33% of NEF’s 2005 disbursements
• 23% target exceeded in Business

Partners in 2005 – new target
of 33% in 2006
Of the big four commercial

banks here, only two have
started implementing clear

6 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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BUREAU ACTIVITY – MEN VS. WOMEN
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strategies to target the women’s market, and of these only
one is seriously targeting the women’s SME sector. Most
banks’ MIS systems do not yet seem to be adequately
equipped for real market segmentation and gender
disaggregated data on portfolios was not readily available.

Availability of loan staff who can communicate in
local languages is an urgent necessity, since lack of
language skills are a serious impediment to confidence
building for small entrepreneurs, particularly in rural
areas. Having staff who are aware of how to communicate
with women customers without appearing discriminatory
is also crucial; one of the big four banks is aware of this
and has integrated gender-aware staff training into their
strategy towards banking women.

Micro finance for its part is often seen as a resource
for women’s economic empowerment. However, despite
the large and growing number of self-employed women
in South Africa, only two sustainable micro enterprise
lenders exist: Marang Financial Services and Small
Enterprise Foundation, which together serve some 56,000
clients. Rural areas are still very under-serviced; therefore
further disadvantaging those already neglected by the
first-tier banks. The study recommends urgent investment
and expansion in this sector and financing needs to
be accompanied by real gender impact analysis. Such
analysis needs to focus particularly on the type of
skills development that could encourage sustainable
growth of business beyond micro enterprise level.

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT SUPPORT – HOW MUCH
REAL SUPPORT?

Business development support services such as
training, advisory services, mentoring, etc., are not
adequately integrated with access to finance strategies
to serve as real risk mitigation support. Entrepreneurs
who lack collateral – i.e. most black entrepreneurs and
women – can boost their chances of accessing and paying
back finance if they have the right business development
support, in the form of training, focused advice and
mentoring.

Yet very few institutions successfully integrate financial
and non-financial mechanisms in close proximity to each
other. Consequently, the needs of emerging small
businesses at different stages of development are not
adequately met.

Business development services at SME level surveyed
for this study reflect a male/female usage ratio of 70/30
– a reflection that women are far from being sufficiently
supported in their entrepreneurial ventures, despite
evidence pointing to their being the majority of self-
employed entrepreneurs.

Besides skills related to the management of their
businesses, new skills development and obtaining market

opportunities, micro entrepreneurs require support with
business registration, which could help open up new
opportunities to them. The study also recommends that
training on how to negotiate with financial institutions
should be an integral part of all business development
support, since financial services are central to the life of
any business owner.

CREDIT REFERENCING – WOMEN ARE BETTER PAYERS
YET GET LESS CREDIT

Credit bureaus are criticised in South Africa and are
seen to have further disempowered black South Africans
who have been listed for minor failures due to economic
precariousness, which was a characteristic of the apartheid
economy.

Figures from one of the largest credit bureaus reveal
a considerable difference in the percentage of women
and men listed.

Despite the fact that much fewer women appear to
get listed than men, the trends do not work in favour of
women’s greater access to credit from institutions. It was
not possible to obtain causes of listings from the credit
bureaus, which would help to distinguish business from
personal reasons, or marriage from own causations. This
would better serve the needs of the customers and
credit providers.

The study found that community of property marriages
sometimes have a considerably negative impact on women’s
ability to access credit and build sound credit histories in
their own names. Further research and public awareness
is required on this subject so that women and men are
better educated on their responsibilities in this regard.

In the micro enterprise sector women are renowned
for being better payers than men – yet the credit histories
from this sector are not always available to the wider
banking sector. This emphasises the need for co-ordinated
credit vetting mechanisms that can pool histories from
all tiers of institutions and for wide use of the National
Loan Register by all qualifying institutions, including
micro finance institutions.
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INSUFFICIENT DATA
Finally, in compiling the study, it was noted that there

is still too little information on SMMEs in South Africa,
their location, sectors, economic contribution, and
challenges. This needs to be urgently rectified by regular,
independent publications and surveys on SMMEs in the
country.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The study affirms that a great deal has been done in

the 12 years since 1994 to have a more participative and
democratic economy. However, given the huge deficit
that existed in terms of economic access prior to 1994,
there are still considerable challenges ahead. It is only
be pinpointing the missing gaps and acknowledging the
role that all stakeholders must play in transforming the
country that progress will be made. Responsibility lies
with private actors as well as with the state. The state
has tried to ensure that institutions and individuals buy
into an agenda that is inclusive and non-discriminatory.
This is necessary, not only to be true to the promise of
equality that is enshrined in the country’s constitution,
but because the economic success of the country depends
on it.

The racial discrimination represented by the apartheid
system and which permeated the educational, employment
and private business sectors, has had a severely negative
impact on the country’s economic reality. Race and
gender discrimination combined meant that black women
had the least access to opportunity of all groups.
This study reveals that there are still a substantive
number of missing gaps to ensuring their access. The
recommendations listed below map out a demand
driven strategy towards equalising access for women

entrepreneurs in a conscious and integrated manner.
The study provided a number of recommendations

with responsibilities for both the public and private sector
in the areas studied. A summary thereof is provided below:

1. POLICY FRAMEWORKS
• The Charters and Codes should urgently be reviewed

to include targets and definitions of women’s
business that enable equal access for women to
business opportunities.

2. FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS
• A regularly updated and national directory of business

financiers should be published and widely disseminated
to enable SSMEs to know what services are available
on the market.

• Financing institutions should gender disaggregate
their portfolios and targets and put in place strategies
to better understand and take advantage of
opportunities in the women’s market.

• Financial institutions should have loan staff that
understand the opportunities in the emerging markets
and who can communicate with customers in gender-
sensitive ways and in languages they understand.

• A comprehensive review and capacity building strategy
for the micro enterprise lending sector is needed to
service the many self-employed women in South
Africa, and to enable them to grow their skills and
businesses beyond micro enterprise.

3. BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT SERVICES
• The 70/30 male/female ratio of institutions surveyed

indicates that women need to have more access to
business development services; such services should
be more gender focused and also include more female
mentors and advisors.

BEE AND PREFERENTIAL PROCUREMENT
Despite the BEE Act being clear, as shown above, on the need for women to be equal beneficiaries of BEE business
activity, the prevailing opinion amongst women surveyed, including some of the large women’s investment groups
that have done well, is that BEE is largely a boys’ game, with women treated as minor partners, or “add-ons”. This
is slowly beginning to change, with women being increasingly recognised as smart partners who add tangible value
to the business table.

Yet women surveyed for the study cite corruption, boys’ networks, patronising procurement officials, difficult
to come by performance guarantees, lack of working capital and, especially, the lack of measurable targets in the
charters or codes, as some of the reasons why they lag far behind in terms of accessing preferential procurement
opportunities. Out of 10 institutions surveyed for this report, only two included a gender breakdown in their reporting
on HDSA procurement spending and statistics reported for women were between 2-5%!

Being true to the spirit of the BEE Act will necessitate reviewing some of the current policy measures in place,
notably the Industry Charters and Codes of Good Practice, and proposing more specific targets and definitions to
ensure that women obtain equal access to business opportunities. This is a key recommendation that will ensure
an alignment of approach across both industry sectors and financial institutions.



• Financial and non-financial support should be better
integrated in terms of purpose and application so
that business development support can provide the
risk mitigation required by financiers. All business
development courses should involve training on
financial negotiation skills for entrepreneurs.

• Business development support should be facilitated
for micro entrepreneurs as part of micro enterprise
specific business development.

4. CREDIT REFERENCING
• Women’s better re-payment records should translate

into improved access to credit, which is currently not
the case.

• Co-ordinated credit vetting is required across different
levels of financial institutions for credit referencing
purposes. Alternate mechanisms of determining credit
worthiness should also be explored and utilised.

• The impact of Community of Property marriage on
women’s own credit records should be studied; credit
bureaus should begin to better disaggregate causation

of listings between personal, business and contractual
causes.

• Credit referencing mechanisms should be demystified
so that the public can be made more aware of how
to positively manage their records.

5. BEE FINANCING
• Women should be recognised as an asset in themselves

and not as a token or afterthought in BEE deals: the
positive impact of female BEE companies as
shareholders and managers of companies should be
better documented and highlighted.

• Gender-specific targets for preferential procurement
and enterprise development should be included in
new and revised industry charters and codes; current
preferential procurement processes are often perceived
as male-biased and un-transparent.

• Co-ordinated mechanisms between industry and financial
institutions are needed to better manage security and
performance risk issues for emerging entrepreneurs.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 9
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Recent research conducted by the World Bank Group

has demonstrated that countries that fail to address gender

inequalities are losing out on economic growth. Addressing

barriers in education, formal sector employment and

productive enterprise could result in annual GDP increases

of between 2-3% in certain African countries in which

this research has been undertaken.4

 A range of mechanisms seek to promote the

advancement of previously disadvantaged South Africans.

In accordance with the Constitution, gender is included

in all general provisions, in addition to specific provisions

to promote equality. A number of institutions have been

established to skill people, notably the Sector Education

and Training Authorities (SETAs) and small business

support agencies. Laws have also been passed to promote

equality, including the Employment Equity Act, BEE

legislation and an Act establishing the Commission on

Gender Equality, which aims to monitor public and

private bodies and institutions to ensure gender equality

in all spheres. Despite the commendable range of

legislative provisions and new institutions, considerable

effort is still required on many fronts to build a society

where black and white, men and women have equal access

and enjoyment of economic benefits.

The lesson on building equality is as true for women

in business as it is in other spheres of South African life.

Those women who do have the growth potential to

traverse the journey towards small, medium and large

enterprises, may not have the resources required. These

include both financial services and business development

support. While there have been considerable resources

allocated for these purposes, measurable impact has yet

to be observed. Development policies and agencies

proliferate at national, provincial and local level, but a

systematic matching of policy and implementation is still

a challenge.

This study, conducted in partnership by the IFC and

the South African Department for Trade and Industry

omen in South Africa represent 52% of the population, and have used political

gains enshrined in the Constitution well over the last twelve years. 43% of the

country’s cabinet ministers and 37% of our parliamentarians are female. The country

has one of the few female Deputy Presidents in the continent. While women have also

begun to extend their advantage in the economic sphere by running and managing

SMEs and even large investment consortia; their businesses are mostly concentrated

at the micro enterprise level and tend to be in uncompetitive, over-traded sectors. Yet

the proceeds from women’s enterprises, especially those owned by poor women, are

used directly for food security in the home, healthcare for children and education.

Income directed to or channelled through women thus holds positive consequences

for society as a whole, as a number of development institutions such as the World Bank

Group and the Institute for Agricultural Development have documented.3

3 In one example, household survey data from South Africa utilised to determine governmental pension policy demonstrated that expenditures by grandmothers
do more to increase family welfare, and particularly the welfare of grandchildren, than do expenditures by grandfathers. While grandmothers will spend a
higher share on clothes, food and schooling, grandfathers will spend more on own-goods consumption, such as alcohol or cigarettes. Cited in Nicholas Stern,
Engendering Development, World Bank Group 2001.

4 World Bank/IFC Gender and Growth Assessments: Uganda (2005) and Kenya (2006).
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(dti), assesses the environment for access to financing

for women in business in South Africa, all along the size

and growth continuum. The specific objectives of this

project are to:

• Understand the constraints and opportunities as

perceived and experienced by women entrepreneurs;

• Review existing data that may assess gaps in the

market for provision of capital and other financial

services to women compared to men, at all stages of

business development;

• Review existing programmes and funds that provide

access to financing for SMMEs in South Africa, to

determine the extent to which they are reaching

women entrepreneurs. This would include programmes

offered by financial institutions, public sector schemes,

and public-private partnerships;

• Assess the status of business development support

and other ancillary services in as far as they support

women to grow their businesses and access finance;

• Provide recommendations about the state of access

to finance for women entrepreneurs in South Africa,

identify where gaps in access exist, and what

programmes or services could be considered to address

these gaps in a sustainable manner.

The recommendations presented in Chapter 8 of the

study provide a template for further action around the

building of women’s business in South Africa and the

role of the various stakeholders. Key to success will be

a gender review of policy frameworks, such as the

Financial Charter and the Codes of Good Practice, and

for institutions to begin to disaggregate their portfolios

and market strategies by gender, to ensure that targets

and measurement go hand in hand.

1.1 Methodology and Assumptions
The information gathered for the study included both primary and secondary sources. Our findings, however, are
based as far as possible on primary information gathered from institutions in financial services, business development
services, companies and credit bureaus, and women entrepreneurs themselves.

For the purposes of this study, we used the dti criteria that define a micro enterprise as one that employs four
or less, a small enterprise as one that employs five to fifty and a medium sized business as one that employs fifty-
one to two hundred. Access to finance, for the purpose of this study, signifies the ability for women in business,
to be able to access savings and insurance products, all sorts of debt products (loans, overdrafts, credit cards,
leasing, factoring, trade finance, project finance, etc.) as well as equity financing, venture capital financing, etc.,
that can be used to grow their businesses.

Studies on small businesses have become a rarity in the country over the last five to six years.  The publication
of an annual State of Small Business Report has not occurred for the last three years. Data on the incidence of
women (and others) in business is not consistently gathered, tracked or published. The section which analyses
data from the FinScope and Labour Force Survey shows irreconcilable discrepancies between certain available
data. One of the few agencies which has produced some work in the area is the SME committee of the Financial
Sector Charter Council. Given the high expectations from the small business sector in terms of employment creation
and promoting national equity, production of accurate and regularly tracked data is essential. The effectiveness
of the abundant investments of the state and donor agencies will not be known without accurate data and tracking
of progress. These deficiencies should therefore be corrected.



2. Customer Analysis

S

5 As with all survey-based data, care should be taken when interpreting findings. Respondents’ answers reflect their perceptions – this may not always be an
accurate reflection of reality. In addition, respondents may not always answer questions truthfully, particularly if they believe they could be compromised
by doing so. FinScopeTM focuses primarily on the financial status of the individual and the household rather than that of the enterprise. In the case of small
(single-person), survivalist enterprises, the welfare of the household is tightly integrated with that of the enterprise and owners frequently do not distinguish
between their (household) needs and the needs of the enterprise. Given that the data indicates that the vast majority of women’s businesses are such enterprises,
the personal sentiments reflected in the survey are likely to be a reflection of the sentiments of actual or potential enterprise owners.

FinScopeTM data used in this report is from the 2005 survey. Data from the Labour Force Survey (September 2005) is also used to provide a more nuanced
view of the extent and nature of economic activities undertaken by women, while data from the 2004 General Household Survey is used to provide additional
data on the characteristics of female-headed households. Unless otherwise indicated, all data provided in this analysis is from these sources.
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Analysis of the data indicates that socio-economic
conditions and access to financial services in South Africa
are still largely race-driven. However, specific areas of
enquiry also reflect a definite gender gap. The presence
of this gap, in access to formal employment, for example,
is in turn a driver for other issues related to economic
opportunity and financial access.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF
SOUTH AFRICAN WOMEN
• There are just over 15 million (m) women aged 18

or more in South Africa, compared to around 14m
men of the same age.

• 77% or 11.5m of all women are black, 11% white,
9% coloured and 3% Indian or Asian.

• More than half of South African women (56%) live
in 3 provinces: Gauteng (22%), KwaZulu-Natal (20%)
and the Eastern Cape (14%).

• 40% of women (18+) live in villages, 28% live in cities
and (32%) in towns. While the distribution for men
is broadly the same, a racial breakdown reveals that
only 2% of white women live in villages, compared
to 50% of black women.

• According to the 2004 General Household Survey
(GHS), 64% of male-headed households live in urban
areas compared to 51% of female-headed households.

• 57% of all black women are aged between 18 and

35, while less than a quarter of white women are
aged between 18 and 35.

• As shown in Table 1 below, black men and women
are more likely to experience poverty than other
races. A third of all black women are unable to meet
their basic food needs, while one-fifth lack access to
basic services such as clean water.

• Hunger among black adults is most pronounced in
rural areas, indicating that subsistence farming
opportunities are limited or inadequate and that other
sources of income are required to sustain households
who live in these areas.

• Living standards are highest for those living in towns.
Crime within the home appears to have the biggest
impact on the lives of urban women – over half say
they feel unsafe in their homes often or sometimes.

• 51% of black women, on average, have gone without
cash income. The heaviest burden is borne by black
women in villages where 63% have gone without
cash income. The income generating potential of
such women is thus highly constrained.

• As with location, there are noticeable differences in
living standards between female-headed households
and male-headed households. According to the General
Household Survey, households in rural areas headed
by black females are noticeably more likely
to experience hunger than other households.

2.1 Analysis of Survey Data

ection 1 of this chapter provides an analysis of data across gender and racial lines,

reflecting the extent of poverty, formal and informal employment and business

activity. We then present and discuss women’s use of financial services and their preferences.

The primary data source for this analysis is the FinScopeTM 2005 survey. This survey

of 3,885 respondents is the most comprehensive survey of financial services usage in

South Africa. While it surveys the South African market as a whole, it focuses in particular

on low-income consumers.5
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TABLE 1: EXPERIENCE OF POVERTY IN SOUTH AFRICA BY RACE AND GENDER (18+):
PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO HAVE OFTEN OR SOMETIMES:

Black White Coloured Indian/Asian Black White Coloured Indian/Asian
Women Women Women Women Men Men Men Men

Gone without 54% 10% 27% 17% 54% 4% 26% 23%
cash income

Felt unsafe from 38% 31% 28% 40% 34% 21% 19% 43%
crime in your home

Gone without 37% 7% 18% 10% 41% 6% 20% 5%
medicine or
medical treatment

Gone without enough 33% 1% 17% 2% 30% 6% 11% 9%
food to eat

Gone without 33% 3% 9% 1% 37% 3% 9% 17%
electricity in your home
(not power cuts)

Gone without fuel to 26% 2% 8% 0% 28% 2% 5% 0%
heat your home or
cook food

Gone without clean 20% 1% 3% 0% 26% 3% 2% 6%
water to drink and cook

Gone without shelter 3% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1% 0% 0%

Source: FinScopeTM

CHART 1: UNEMPLOYMENT7 BY GENDER: ADULTS AGED 16-64
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2.1.2 Participation of Women in the Economy
Various surveys6 highlight the significant gender gap

that exists with regard to economic activity. According
to the Labour Force Survey, formal unemployment among
women is persistently and noticeably higher than formal
unemployment among men. This is illustrated in Chart
1 on the previous page.

Black women are significantly more likely than women
of other races to participate in the labour force (73%

compared to 59% for white women). However, both
formal and informal employment opportunities are scarce.
More than half the black women (56%) in the labour
force are thus unemployed and looking for work.

White men are most likely to generate income in the
formal sector (either as employees or as self-employed).
Only 14% of black women over 18 who are actively
employed, or an equivalent of 1.47m, are employed full-time
in the formal sector, compared to 43% of white men (.5m).

14 CUSTOMER ANALYSIS

6 Including FinScopeTM and the Labour Force Survey.

TABLE 2: EMPLOYMENT: ALL ADULTS (18+)

Black White Coloured Indian/Asian Black White Coloured Indian/Asian
Women Women Women Women Men Men Men Men

Unemployed - looking 41% 5% 21% 10% 28% 3% 23% 7%
for a job

You work full-time - 14% 34% 19% 25% 21% 43% 29% 38%
formal sector

Pensioner/Retired 11% 25% 23% 19% 10% 28% 17% 25%

You are a student/learner 10% 1% 1% 2% 13% 5% 7% 7%

You are a housewife/ 5% 16% 16% 26% 0% 0% 0% 1%
househusband

You work part-time - 5% 6% 4% 2% 4% 3% 4% 9%
formal sector

You work full-time - 3% 3% 6% 0% 7% 4% 7% 2%
informal sector

You work part-time - 3% 1% 2% 0% 7% 2% 3% 0%
informal sector

Self-employed - 3% 2% 1% 6% 5% 0% 1% 4%
informal sector, e.g.
sidewalk trader,
casual labour

Unemployed - not 3% 3% 5% 5% 3% 1% 3% 2%
looking for a job

Other 2% 2% 3% 3% 2% 1% 3% 0%

Self-employed - 2% 6% 1% 2% 2% 13% 4% 9%
formal sector, e.g. own
formal business

Percentage economically 73% 59% 56% 48% 76% 70% 75% 70%
active (estimated)

Unemployment rate 56% 9% 38% 20% 37% 4% 31% 10%

Self-employed as 16% 14% 7% 20% 16% 20% 9% 20%
percentage of employed

Source: FinScopeTM
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A comparison between FinScope and data from the
Labour Force Survey highlights the difficulties with respect
to identifying self-employment or entrepreneurial activity
using survey data. The Finscope data indicates that self-
employment is relatively uncommon across all race/gender
segments: only 5% of black women over 18 indicate that
they are self-employed in the formal and informal sectors,
compared to 7% of black men and 13% of white men.

The LFS, however, contains various questions that
provide a wider indication of entrepreneurial activity.8

While FinScope finds a total of around 600,000 black
women (18+) who are self-employed, according to the
LFS’ wider definition, over one million employed black
women (18+) are involved in self-directed economic
activity9. In this definition, according to the LFS, self-
employment accounts for the highest share of employment
for black women of all the race/gender segments. Inclusive
of small-scale agricultural activity, 28% of employed black
women are self-employed, compared to 16% of black
men, 13% of white women, 24% of white men and 25%
of Asian men.

This has major strategic implications in terms of the
potential for self-employed women to access credit,
business development support and thus be harnessed as
a catalyst for meaningful economic growth in the country.

As is shown below, the vast majority of self-employed
black women work in the informal sector:

Monthly and hourly wages for black entrepreneurs
are very low. Almost 90% of self-employed black women
earn R1 500 per month or less, compared to 6% of self-
employed white men. Over one-third of self-employed
black women earn R200 or less per month.

8 For example: Question 2.3: “In the last seven days, did …… do any of the following activities, even for only one hour? … a) Run or do any kind of business,
big or small, for himself/herself or with one or more partners?”, Question 4.14 “Is the business or enterprise where .. works …. (option) 8 = Self-employed”
and Question 4.3 “In ….’s main work was he/she … option) 3 = Working on his/her own or on a small household farm/plot or collecting natural products
from the forest or sea? … (option) 4 = Working on his/her own or with a partner, in any type of business (including commercial farms)?

9 This includes those who work on their own or with a partner in any type of business as well as those involved in small-scale agriculture.

TABLE 3: NUMBER OF SELF-EMPLOYED ADULTS
(BROAD DEFINITION, 18+) BY RACE AND GENDER

Black White Coloured Indian/Asian

Women 1,009,114 119,671 21,535 10,354
Men 833,704 281,712 45,093 69,918

Source: LFS 2005

CHART 2: SELF-EMPLOYMENT PERCENTAGE OF EACH RACE/GENDER SEGMENT – ADULTS 20+
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2.1.3 Financial Service Usage and Preference Patterns

Discussions regarding the financial product or service needs of small businesses tend to focus on credit products.
While this focus may reflect policymakers’ concerns reflected in provision of wholesale credit only for enterprise
development, it ignores the fact that even small-scale and necessity-driven entrepreneurs, like other business
owners, have a spectrum of needs. As with personal financial needs, the financial needs of a business may be
served by any or all of the basic financial product categories, namely: transaction banking, savings, credit and
insurance, irrespective of the age, size and type of business. And of course the service needs of businesses change
with growth and are dependent on the sector and specialisation of the business.

The Financial Access Strand provides a useful high-level summary of financial product usage. It segments the
market into three broad segments. The first segment comprises those who are financially captured. These adults have
products offered by formally regulated institutions (adults in this segment may also have informal financial products).

The financially captured segment is divided into those who are formally banked10 or have retail credit. The next
segment, termed the development frontier, comprises those who do not have formal products but do have informal
products. Informal products include stokvels or savings clubs, burial societies and informal sources of credit. The
last segment is the financially excluded segment. Adults in this segment have no financial products, formal
or informal.

According to FinScopeTM 2005, 55% of South African adults are financially captured, while 8% lie in the
development frontier. 37% of South African adults have no financial products at all. The financial strands for black
and white males and females are presented below.

10 An individual who is banked has any bank savings or transaction product, including a bank account (savings or transaction), an Mzansi account, an ATM 
card, etc. and those who are not banked, but who have other formal financial products such as insurance.

CHART 4: FINANCIAL STRANDS: BY RACE AND GENDER (ADULTS 18+)

44%

38%

94%

91%

6%

9%

2%

4%

8%

11%

42%

42%

4%

5%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Black male

Black female

White male

White female

Source: FinScopeTM 2005
(Note: In this chart, Black denotes black African only)

Formal - Banked Formal - Other Development Frontier Financially Excluded



Funeral/Burial Insurance
Have a retail store card/account
Part of savings/investment club
Life insurance
Retirement cover insurance
Medical insurance
Short-term insurance
Home loan
Have personal loan

CUSTOMER ANALYSIS 17

The data shows that, while there is no difference
between the percentage of black men and women that
are financially excluded, there is a noticeable difference
between these segments in their level of usage of banking
products. As shown above, 38% of black women
respondents are banked compared to 44% of black men,
and over 90% of white men and women.

For most non-banking products, the differences in
usage between race/gender segments are stark. Black
women are least likely to have most products – a notable
exception being savings club membership, which, although
relatively high for black women, is still low in absolute
terms. Black women are also more likely than black men
to have funeral cover.

FinScopeTM includes detailed usage data on specific
products. Findings are summarised below for each product
category (transaction bank accounts, savings products,
insurance and credit):
• A bank account is the most commonly used financial

product across all race/gender segments. Aside from
Post Bank accounts and Mzansi11 accounts, which
have limited usage, black women are least likely to
have any form of bank account.

• After basic banking products (used by 27% of black
women), stokvels are the second most commonly

used savings mechanism by black women. Usage of
contractual savings products by black men and women
is insignificant.

• Membership of burial societies (8%) is the most
common form of insurance used by black women.

• While a relatively high proportion of adults have retail
credit (24% is the national average with 17% for black
women), reported usage of other unsecured credit is
strikingly low. At 0.05%, loans from micro-lenders are
possibly under-reported by a factor of over ten if one
compares survey data with industry data.

2.1.4 The Financial Summary Measure
FinScopeTM also incorporates the Financial Summary

Measure (FSM), a composite statistic representing overall
levels of financial sophistication, including usage of financial
products or services, physical proximity to providers,
awareness issues and various other attitudinal statements
regarding financial services as well as life in general. Those
in lower FSM tiers (one to three) are typically un-banked,
and have no or little access to amenities and financial
services. FSM tiers six to eight represents income earners
of between R2-6,000 or up, all are formally banked, and
from FSM 8 have university degrees.

According to FinScopeTM, almost 70% of black women

11 The “Mzansi” (meaning South African) accounts were introduced by the large banks and the Post Office in South Africa during 2004, in response to their 
commitment in the Financial Sector Charter towards increasing the reach of basic transactional services to low income earners in the country.

CHART 5: FINANCIAL PRODUCTS USAGE – ADULTS 18+
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are in FSM tiers one to three, while only 7% are in tiers
six to eight. In contrast, 77% of white men and 60% of
white women are in FSM tiers six to eight. This illustrates
the direct correlation between poverty and use of
financial services.

2.1.5 Access Barriers
The data reveals that while there are some clear

differences across gender, race is still the more powerful
discriminator of patterns of usage of financial services.
This is not surprising in the South African context.
However, it raises a critical question for policymakers:
will the gender gap in usage of and access to financial
services become more noticeable as racial imbalances
are rectified? To answer this question, survey data can
be used to identify some potential access barriers that
might impact on women specifically.

As a first step it is important to distinguish between
access and usage. Some people may have access to a
product and may choose not to use it. It is therefore
critical to assess whether those who do not have or use
a product or service do so out of choice, or because
various factors constrain their ability to do so. Such
factors may arise because of stringent client qualifying
criteria or minimum payment or premium amounts, or

the way the product is distributed or serviced (for example,
reliance on employer-related distribution mechanisms
limits access to those who have a formal job). Access
barriers may also arise because of various demand-side
factors such as low levels of awareness of the product
and/or its potential benefits, limited ability to physically
access the product or a distrust of providers or various
sales or service channels.

Given that usage of a bank account is often a
prerequisite for access to other services, this area will be
investigated in some detail. Other access barriers include:
- Employment status
- Income levels
- Awareness of financial issues
- Proximity to financial providers
- Attitudes to technology
- Lack of appropriate and affordable products and services

• USAGE OF BANK ACCOUNTS
A bank account provides lenders with historic data
to verify income and assess the capacity to repay
loans. It also enables providers to collect premiums
or instalments.
As noted above, only 38% of black women aged 18
or more are banked (compared to over 90% for white
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CHART 6: FSM BY RACE AND GENDER (18+)

Source: FinScopeTM
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women). The most frequently cited reasons for not
having a bank account are “I don’t have a job”; “I
don’t have a regular income”; or “I don’t have money
to save”. These factors are particularly noticeable for
black men and women, while white men are more
likely to indicate that their banking status is a matter
of choice.
In part, differences in employment patters should
explain differences in banking status. As noted
earlier, there is a noticeable gender gap in this
regard. According to FinScopeTM 2005, 41% of black
women over 18 are formally unemployed compared
to 28% of black men, 5% of white women and 3%
of white men.
The data highlights that while black women are the
most likely race/gender segment to be unemployed,
they are nevertheless more likely than black men to
have a source of money. Only 10% of black women
indicate they have no source of income compared
to 15% of black men. This appears principally to be
because of high reliance on support from family or
friends and child grants rather than economic activity.
Some 58% of black women receive income from
family members or child grants. Thus, while
employment patterns appear to place black women
at a disadvantage, women are more likely than men
to have an income source and therefore a need for
a mechanism to store and transfer value. This partly
explains why within the group of unemployed, black
(21%) and coloured (18%) women are more likely to
be banked than men (16% and 10% respectively).

• AMBIGUOUS ATTITUDES TO BANKS
FinScopeTM also examines the reasons why one would
have a bank account. For those who are unbanked,
the means to facilitate savings is critical. Safety comes
a relatively distant second. Interestingly enough,
factors relating to facilitating access to other products,
such as insurance and credit, are perceived to be
relatively unimportant by those who are unbanked.
Also, relatively few black women link banking status
with the ability to access credit – they apparently

discount the information value of having a bank account.
Other attitudinal statements relating to banks may also
be of interest. Almost half of black men and women
regard banks as unnecessary (“You can easily live your
life without having a bank account”). Interestingly,
white men and women are more likely than black men
and women to view banks as exploitative.

• LACK OF FINANCIAL CONFIDENCE
Other data from FinScopeTM provides an indication

of the levels of financial confidence that women have.

Overall, women appear to have lower levels of

financial confidence than men. They are least likely

to agree with the statement “you know quite a bit

about money and finances” and more inclined to ask

family or friends for advice than men. Generally,

women are less likely to play the role of advisor than

male counterparts (“People often ask your advice on

financial matters”). While 70% of black women trust

their own experience rather than the advice of others,

only 40% say they know quite a bit about money.

This may indicate that there is limited trust of, or

access to, those who have financial expertise.

• LOW LEVELS OF AWARENESS
Awareness of financial terminology is also a significant
potential access barrier. In this regard, gender/race
differences are noteworthy, particularly with respect
to terminology relating to credit products (e.g. bad
debt, interest rate payable and term of loan). Across
all race and gender segments, there is a relatively
high understanding of basic financial terminology
such as savings, ATMs, stokvels and burial societies,
although, awareness of product-specific terms such
as interest, transaction banking, technology or
insurance, is low.
That familiarity with the term ‘Ombudsman’ scored
very low, particularly for black men (5%) and women
(3%) is a concern – this implies that potential financial
services customers may not know that they have
recourse should providers fail to deliver.
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• LIMITED PHYSICAL ACCESS
Physical proximity is another potential barrier to
access. While a relatively small percentage of those
who are unbanked cite proximity as a barrier, the
data indicates that less than 30% of black men and
women live close to a bank. Post offices, while more
accessible than banks, are near to only half the black
population. Physical access is therefore a significant
access barrier that impacts on both men and women.
Within the banked population, there are noticeable
differences in physical accessibility across race groups.
88% of banked white women are able to reach their
bank within 10 minutes, while the corresponding
percentage for banked black women is only 22%.
This raises the transaction costs associated with
banking (costs and time spent travelling to the bank).

• TECHNOLOGY
Attitudes to technology are also commonly thought
to limit access to products and services that are
technology-intensive. Almost one quarter of black
women indicate that they find it difficult to use the
technology associated with banks’ products and
services, compared to 19% of black men, 9% of white
women, and 10% of white men. 58% of black women
indicate that they are prepared to use technology

compare to 75% of white women and 80% of white
men. However, other statements might indicate that
black women would be as happy to use technology
as face-to-face channels. In fact, other evidence on
usage of technology-intensive solutions, such as SMS-
based services, indicates that where the service is
clearly of benefit and where there is access to the
channel, customers are able to master the skills required.
Age is a primary driver of attitudes to technology.
Around 70% of women younger than 40 would
be prepared to use technology, compared to
52% for women aged 40-64 and 34% for those
aged 65 or older.

• APPROPRIATE AND AFFORDABLE PRODUCTS:
CREDIT VS. SAVINGS
Broadly, the data indicates that there
is a strong aversion to credit across
race/gender segments, although
black men and women appear to
be less credit-averse than other
segments. No indication is
provided as to whether this
refers to both consumer credit
and enterprise finance.
As noted above, that
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TABLE 4: ATTITUDES TO SAVINGS: PERCENTAGE AGREE (18+)

Black White Coloured Indian/Asian Black White Coloured Indian/Asian
Women Women Women Women Men Men Men Men

If you save and invest 61% 86% 67% 72% 64% 89% 70% 70%
regularly, eventually
the small amounts
will add up and you
will be secure

You try to save regularly 35% 74% 39% 50% 40% 73% 35% 55%

You go without 25% 27% 27% 28% 29% 34% 20% 28%
basic things so that
you can save

Source: FinScopeTM

12 Notwithstanding that current figures are still in dispute due to inadequate research.

reported usage of unsecured lines of credit is so low,
is perhaps the strongest indicator of attitudes to credit–
it is seen as so undesirable that respondents do not
tell the truth about taking out loans.
In contrast, attitudes to savings are generally positive.
However, as shown below, relatively few respondents
are able to save regularly despite having an
appreciation of the benefits of savings.
For both those who are banked and those who are

unbanked, the most commonly cited benefit of having
a bank account is to save (63% of respondents cite this
reason). However, given the current pricing structure
and interest rates offered on most bank accounts, small-
scale savings activities are currently not well facilitated
by banks. In addition, as noted earlier, relatively high
minimum monthly contributions place most contractual
savings products out of the reach of the average black
woman in South Africa. For those who want to save but
only have the means to save low amounts (perhaps
infrequently), informal mechanisms appear to be the
only option available.

2.1.6 Conclusions
The FinScopeTM and the LFS data demonstrate the

importance of historical racial policies on poverty,
employment and income levels of South Africans. These
policies have resulted in self-employment becoming an
important means to generate an income, particularly for
black women. While BEE policies aim to increase formal-
sector employment opportunities for women, self-
employment will continue to play a critical role in enabling
women to participate in economic activity particularly
for women in rural areas who have less access to formal
education. However, the data also shows that most self-

employed women generate very limited earnings from
their activities.

Low earnings levels are a significant barrier to access
to financial services as available products are often
unaffordable. Given that women tend to earn less than
men, affordability constraints are likely to have a more
significant impact on women than on men. In addition,
the focus on employer-based distribution channels makes
many contractual savings products inaccessible for those
men and women who are self-employed. Given that self-
employment is more significant for women, these biases
have a more noticeable impact on women.

The data also shows that women need access to a
range of financial products and that, while the emphasis
on credit is understandable, access to other basic products,
particularly savings products, should be given due attention.

Women are also disadvantaged by their lower levels
of financial literacy and awareness. Given limited exposure
to financial material via mass media channels, product
providers who seek to educate potential customers will
need to find other, more direct methods of reaching
women. Physical access is a further barrier that impacts
both black men and women.

While access barriers are significant, the opportunity
for financial services companies who can provide
affordable, appropriate and accessible products to meet
the needs of self-employed women is significant. The
Mzansi accounts are still new, but would warrant a
thorough assessment after several years to be able to
verify whether they have made inroads in servicing and
benefiting this segment of the population. The sheer size
of this market12, and its potential to alter the status of
household income and security, warrants the attention
of policy makers and product providers.
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2.2. Women’s Needs As Articulated In 
Focus Group Discussions

INTRODUCTION
This section complements the analysis of the customer

survey in part 2.1, by recording the awareness, experiences
and views of women in business on access to finance.
The discussions focused on development finance
institutions, commercial banks and micro finance, as
collected during focus group discussions in 5 centres
around the country.13

2.2.2 Women’s Awareness of 
Development Finance

State-sponsored development finance institutions
should, in principle, be one of the first ports of calls for
business owners who do not already have established
borrowing records with commercial financial institutions,
and particularly for previously disadvantaged groups in
South Africa, for whom such institutions have adopted
specific targets and products. However, despite the
significant resources available from development finance
institutions, very few, if any women in business are
aware of the institutions, their products or how to access
them. In our sample, only 7 out of the total 172 women
respondents were aware of the development finance
institutions in their province. Three had applied for loans
and had been refused. In the entire sample, only two
women had enjoyed support from a provincial
development financier. One had obtained a loan and a
second had received business planning support. A few
women had heard of Khula Enterprise Finance, but were
not sure what the institution did or offered. A further
two had applied to another provincial financier for a
loan and were still waiting to hear about their application
after several months had passed.

While it appears that women are benefiting from the
new procurement procedures and gearing to take
advantage of the opportunities coming their way, they
often have enormous difficulty in securing the bridging

A CONTRACT BUT NO CONTRACT FINANCE!
One business owner had received a loan from the
provincial financier and had been paying it back for the
last three years without default. Recently she won a
tender to supply R7m of the goods she manufactures to
another provincial government. With a tender of this
magnitude she needed R1.5m in bridging finance.
Neither her original lender nor her own commercial bank
was able to process the bridging loan in time for her to
deliver under the tender.

While there are not many women with businesses as
sophisticated as hers, there were many who had similar
negative experiences when winning tenders.

finance to enable them to deliver on time. Contract

finance appears either to be in short supply in South

Africa or financiers are unable to process the facilities

in time for businesses to deliver under their contracts to

buyers.14 In other cases, businesswomen spoke of having

to endure huge delays waiting for the government

department or agency to pay, despite procurement

policies designed to ensure that small businesses do not

have to wait longer than 30 days.

2.2.3 Women’s Awareness and Attitudes
towards Banks

There are considerable opportunities for bankers and

women in business to enhance their interaction, as

reflected by comments below from women customers

who bemoaned:

1. The lack of clarity in terms of access to credit and

other bank services.

2. The lack of consistent relations and recognition in

their bank, despite positive banking records and

business track records.

3. The exorbitant fees, relative to a service culture that

is still not sufficiently client focused.

13 Businesswomen were identified through two businesswomen’s networks, vis. South African Women’s Entrepreneurs Network (SAWEN)
and Business Women’s Association of South Africa (BWASA), as well as via one of the leading Micro Finance Institutions which invited members of their
client base to the focus group discussions on our behalf. The researchers reached 172 women through this process, and attempted to
ensure that urban and rural women and women operating small, medium and micro enterprises were represented in the sample. The
working definition for small, medium and micro enterprises related to the number of employees per company, i.e. four or fewer employees was considered
micro, five to 50 is small, 51 to 200 was medium, and 201 and more were large ones. The Tables in Annex 2 show the distribution of women across the sample
used in the study. As is reflective of the reality in South Africa, micro enterprise dominated the sample.

14 See more on this topic in Chapter 7 on BEE Financing.
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NO PREMIUM FOR LOYALTY OR TRACK RECORD
In one case a woman indicated that she had
R500,000.00 in cash as well as personal assets for
collateral to start a new business. She had completed
an MBA, had been highly successful in the corporate
sphere, and enjoyed the status of being a platinum
client of her bank. Her application for a R100,000
loan to help manage the cash flow in her new business
was turned down after a month’s wait.  The woman
also had to endure the humiliation of being asked
by a banker about whether she didn’t have a husband,
father or brother who could sign surety!

Ultimately, she used her relatively high levels of
personal credit to manage her cash flow requirements,
something which is common amongst new and even
established business owners, due to the difficulties
in raising business finance.

On balance, advice and information received by
clients was uneven and inconsistent across banks
and branches of the same bank. This results in
confusion for clients, who are not always assertive
enough to request that clear and consistent information
be provided, or that a manager or senior staff speak
to them.

POLITICS AND BANKING?
In one case cited during the focus group discussions,
a woman who had a famous surname and a husband
who was an MEC (member of the provincial
government’s executive committee) opened a business
bank account for her new business, and qualified
immediately for a R30,000.00 revolving credit. Three
months later when her husband was no longer an
MEC, the revolving credit was no longer available!
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The issue of liberal limits of personal credit and high
levels of conservatism in business credit is a common
scenario among women in business. It is, however, an
anomaly that banks do not take some aspects of personal
banking history into account when assessing credit
applications.  While on the one hand, existence of a credit
judgment or black listing on the part of a business owner
can jeopardise the chances of obtaining a business loan,
a positive personal record does not correlate in the same
way towards obtaining business credit.15

Consequently, there were a number of cases where
women were using credit cards for bridging finance, which
is a much more expensive and unsustainable method.

The issue of pricing for banking cuts across gender
and types of accounts and is a definite obstacle to business
growth.  Efficient, cost effective financial services seem
to be a broad challenge in South Africa, which can impact
heavily on small, cash-based businesses and international
best practice in this regard needs to be brought into
South Africa.

Generally, women in business think of banks as their
primary financial facility and source of finance to manage
and grow their businesses. While some positive stories
were obtained from the discussions, by and large, bankers
need to improve public communication about credit criteria.

The issue of client loyalty and track records is also
key for women’s banking. Women value relationships
and would prefer to have consistency, confidence-building
and recognition for progress being made. While banks
claim to have scoring methods, these do not seem to be

frequently or consistently applied to their clients.
A number of professional and business women informed
us of banking relations that are twenty, thirty and more
years, yet were not taken into account for services other
than basic transaction-related loyalty programmes.

Another issue, which needs to be flagged for financial
institutions, is that very little start-up financing or equity
capital for innovative businesses makes its way to women.
A BEE start-up fund in one of the major banks, for
example, in which equity financing is the primary
funding mechanism, only had a 5% female client base
after 2 years in operation.

2.2.4 Financial Needs of Women 
in Informal Enterprise

Women operating informal micro
enterprises are an important category in the
country, as shown in section 2.1, since
such activity is often the shield against
the ravages of unemployment in the
absence of social benefits. While in
the past there was more dependence
on remittances from male members
of the family, this custom has
dwindled over the past two
decades, resulting in more and
more women turning to self-
employment as a means of
generating income. The rate
of growth of female-headed

15 See more on this in Chapter 6 on Credit Referencing Issues.



16 This is not nationally representative, given that micro enterprise finance is in short supply and unevenly distributed.
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households in South Africa has also continued to grow
due to geographical and social fragmentation of families
and communities. In many instances, women who have
had professional experience in the formal sector are turning
to self-employment and bringing skills they learnt in larger
companies to the running of their micro enterprises.

Just like their counterparts in other developing
countries, women running micro enterprises are often
the primary source of food security, healthcare for children
and education, all critical social development needs.

For the study, the women surveyed had access to
loan facilities through the micro finance institution which
allowed the researchers to speak to their clients.16

Where women do have access to services, they value
these very highly. The group guarantee mechanism form
of lending does however place entrepreneurs under
enormous pressure.  Many micro finance clients felt that
good clients should graduate to individual loans once
they had proven their repayment ability. This is a critical
issue, which has been highlighted in other countries in
Africa such as Kenya, which has a large micro finance
sector but a “missing middle” of female entrepreneurs
at growth level. It requires research and piloting of
alternative mechanisms within both MFIs and commercial
banks, and also requires facilitation of registration and
formalisation of micro enterprises.

The women also found that MFIs’ rigid policies around
loan size hindered their business growth. The issue of
not having access to loans larger than R10,000 is a concern
which could imply that many businesses are being stifled.

Generally speaking, there is an issue around the fact
that the product range available for micro enterpreneurs
in South Africa is very limited. As an example:
- MFIs generally offer credit periods of only up to 4-

6 months.
- Since MFIs do not take savings, savings options for

micro entrepreneurs are limited to banks that are
willing to take their accounts and Post Office services
which do not appear to have clear conditions for
group and individual accounts.

- Transaction fees are prohibitive at most institutions,
an issue which is currently the subject of a commission
of enquiry in South Africa.
The net result is that poor women often run many

accounts and use multiple facilities at considerable cost
to gain access to the range of services they require. Thus,
they will borrow from an MFI, save at a bank and/or
post office and/or stokvel as well as a burial societies
and possibly also consider funeral insurance, which can
be expensive, to top up the burial society contribution.
The impact of HIV/AIDS has meant that women sometimes

have to belong to more than one burial society in order
to ensure that they would have the means, when necessary,
to cover funeral-related expenses such as cows, coffins,
undertakers, etc. Formal funeral insurance at R150 per
month was deemed beyond their means.

There is thus an opportunity for financiers to provide
more affordable products that can meet the needs of women
and the considerable number of growth-oriented micro
enterprises which could provide good, reliable business
on a large scale. Ensuring that there are local service
consultants who can serve clients in their preferred language
will help financiers to tap into this market effectively.

2.2.5 Recommendations Based on Focus
Group Discussions

The perception from women business owners who
are forced to operate in a challenging environment is
that there is not sufficient information reaching them,
nor enough clarity on criteria for accessing services.
Coordination between financial service providers is key,
to permit fluidity in access to services along the size and
growth continuum of enterprises. Our key recommendations
are thus as follows:
• A directory of financiers with contact details, products

and qualifying criteria should be published on a regular
basis and made widely available for use by entrepreneurs.

• Development financiers need to embark on a national
marketing campaign to better publicise their existence
and products.

• Given that South Africa is still a society in construction
with new business models to learn and perfect, banks
and development financiers should attempt to share
lessons learnt and explore opportunities for co-operation.

• While scoring is widely used in loan applications
with commercial banks, it has broader applications
in relationship building and this should be recognised.

• Closer attention to relationships, keeping records and
sharing records of clients across financial institutions
needs to take place to allow fluidity of access to
services for clients.

• Micro-financiers also need to take cognisance of this,
and facilitate the graduation of individual clients from
group loan mechanisms to individual and larger loans.

• One-stop shops should be established, possibly by
state-sponsored agencies, to assist micro entrepreneurs
to register businesses.

• There is a need for bankers and other institutions to
have local service consultants who can serve clients in
their preferred language, so that language barriers do
not become an obstacle to sound business opportunity.


