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need to focus on their broader employee value proposition. They 
need to sell the adventure that comes with being part of an en-
trepreneurial company and they shouldn’t shy away from ap-
proaching seasoned executives, many of whom are bored stiff in 
the corporate environment and would love to join an exciting, 
innovative company on the make,” he explains. 

However, he adds that labour laws present a more challenging 
problem. “Current labour legislation is really onerous for small 
businesses and there is definitely a need for the Department of 
Labour to review it and possibly draft laws specific to small busi-
ness needs,” he says. 

How to build a robust entrepreneurial culture
“In many ways entrepreneurship is a deeply cultural thing; those 
countries that epitomise entrepreneurial success have it ingrained 
in the culture of their people and their society,” says Fal, pointing 
to the example of the US, a country built on the possibility of 
individuals getting ahead by starting their own small enterprises. 

There are pockets of such entrepreneurial flair in certain com-
munities in South Africa, but on the whole, our society does not 
value entrepreneurship highly enough. “There is no silver bullet 
but in order to foster a greater spirit of entrepreneurship, our 
society needs to integrate the issue into home life and the formal 
education system. What we are seeing is that a basic introduction 
to entrepreneurship is valuable even to people who are going 
into the professions or into corporate business. The education 
system has a much bigger role to play in teaching children and 
young people about the possibilities entrepreneurship opens up 
to them,” Fal says. 

The broader South African society also needs to understand the 
value of entrepreneurship, he adds. “By and large, the South Af-
rican community is still very conservative when it comes to the 
career options it presents to the younger generation. 

Youngsters are encouraged to do well in school, get a good de-
gree and secure a well-paid and secure corporate or professional 
position,” he says. Of course a solid education is vitally important 
but there is equally a need to encourage and celebrate the entrepre-
neurial drive of those people who are inclined towards it. 

“Unfortunately our society as it currently stands does not make 
room for those ‘outliers’. It  either chases them away and they 
emigrate, or it stifles them to such an extent that it’s difficult for 
them to survive,” Fal explains. Added to this is a low tolerance 
for entrepreneurial failure. 

Offering incubation and support
In addition to general societal support, entrepreneurs need the 
assistance of a range of different organisations, including incuba-
tors such as Raizcorp and NGOs like Endeavor and Enablis  that 
offer SME-targeted support. “Again, we’re seeing that large-scale 
shot-gun approaches to support don’t work. Entrepreneurs require 
targeted, specific support.” 

To this point, however, Fal adds an interesting caveat. “Many 
entrepreneurs are not well-positioned to make the best use of 
the services offered by the support organisations that exist, be-
cause they don’t have a clear sense of what it is they require. 
If support organisations and incubators work best by providing 
targeted help on a specific challenge, entrepreneurs need to have 
a sense of what that challenge is if they want to get the support on  
offer,” he explains. 

It might seem an obvious point, but an anecdote related by 
one of the White Paper’s delegates reveals an alarming trend. Fal 
summarises: “The offices of Cipro and SEDA  are close together in 
Tshwane and one of our delegates from SEDA pointed out that 
you can watch individuals go into Cipro to register a company 
and then immediately approach SEDA to ask what line of busi-
ness they should go into. That’s deeply worrying.”

Would-be entrepreneurs tend to over-rely on support organisa-
tions, sometimes to the point of wanting to delegate the entire 
running of the company to someone else. The reason? “They 
usually lack the basic skills necessary to run their business, so 
they don’t really understand what it is they need help with.” 
The recipients who get the most out of support organisations are 
those who can say, “I need help accessing the corporate market” 
or “I need assistance managing cash flow” – not those who say 
“I need help running my business”.

Looking ahead
Fal is at pains to point out that the State of Entrepreneurship White 
Paper represents a beginning. “This is something we are going to 
research and publish each year, either taking a snapshot of the entire 
state of entrepreneurship in the country, or honing in on a particular 
issue,” he explains, adding that the intention is for the document 
to create a repository of information that can influence policy and 
action. “Our role is not to drive that action – that job falls to each 
stakeholder group, from Government and corporates, to funding 
institutions, NGOs, civil society and entrepreneurs.”

In closing Fal says, “It will take time but we want to see an 
improvement in the Total Entrepreneurial Activity Index, hope-
fully arising in some part out of the work and the research that 
we’re doing.” 

guidance for entrepreneurs

• �Attracting skills: Tailor employee packages and incentives; appeal 
to young executives’ need for broader functional exposure; scout 
on an ongoing basis, not just when you need to fill a position; avoid 
unprofessional recruitment practices at all costs – being small is no 
excuse for being sloppy.

• �Retaining skills: Share the success of the business with the founding 
staff who took risks with you and helped you build the enterprise. 

• �Accessing funding: Make it your job to find out exactly what 
information the funding institution requires, in what format and in 
what detail. Don’t submit your application until you have met all these 
requirements and are ready to answer difficult and searching questions 
about your entire business. 

• �Accessing support: Have a clear sense of the particular support you 
require and be able to frame it in a specific way.

• �Differentiating: ‘Me too’ businesses clutter the space and compete in 
a saturated environment for limited funding and markets. Entrepreneurs 
with new offerings have a far greater chance of success. 
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