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Survey reveals six million small businesses in South Africa 
 
The FinScope National Small Business Survey, supported by the Business Trust along with a 
number of other partners, has been 
launched. The survey has revealed 
surprising statistics about SA’s small 
business arena. 
 
Whilst the growth of this sector has been 
identified as critical to job creation, it has 
not previously been analysed at a national 
level. The survey is the first of its kind. 
 
The survey revealed that there are an 
estimated 6million small businesses 
currently operating in SA. Those businesses 
create 6million employment opportunities1. 
Only one in six businesses are registered as they do not see any benefits in joining the 
formal sector and those that do, only do so for legal compliance reasons. 
Small Business Owner Employment 
 

Surprisingly, most of the businesses needed 
only R900 start-up. The survey also revealed 
that 41% of small business owners entered the 
sector because they were unemployed and 
only 26% because they saw an opportunity. But 
the going is tough: the average work week is 
63 hours. Less skilled business operators work 
up to 80 hours a week. Half of the businesses 
surveyed simply on-sell product with low 
margins. 11% add value before selling on. 35% 
of business owners reported they would take 
permanent employment if offered to them 
suggesting that many of these businesses are 

about survival and not entrepreneurism. 
 
Other factors that emerged include the fact that record keeping is poor, basic business 
acumen is limited, with little thought on how to expand or improve their businesses. 
 
Access to credit remains extremely low but where it is used, the major source is personal 
credit cards. Nearly all stock purchases and wages are paid in cash. Credit is viewed with 
suspicion and considered difficult to obtain and manage. 
Motivation for starting business 
 
This cash economy operates with limited use of banking services or insurance, exposing 
business owners to considerable risk. Just one loss of stock would close most businesses. 
Most of these business owners are self-taught and rely on community networks and social 



structures like church meetings to promote their businesses. They remain unaware of 
access to further education or workshops, but even if this information was available, time 
constraints and logistical problems mean it is difficult for them to access these services. 
Given the long hours and distance to physical banking infrastructure, it is also difficult for 
small businesses to utilise banking services. 
 
Speaking at the launch, Director General 
Mr Tshediso Matona, Department of 
Trade and Industry, said: “The survey 
results come at a time when the rate of 
unemployment in South Africa is 
considered to be at an all time high 
especially among young able-bodied 
citizens who we are targeting for 
entrepreneurship. The results have 
provided us with a platform to 
contextualise our further discussions in 
government as well as assisting in how 
best to inform decisions and strategies to 
deal with the challenges of 
unemployment facing our country. 
 
“Although increasing the level of entrepreneurship through the support of small business 
creation is a government imperative, this key undertaking can only be successful through 
collaboration and partnership between the government and various stakeholders.” 
 

The Business Trust has supported the FinScope 
Survey as part of its portfolio of work to make 
markets more inclusive. 
 
The Business Trust’s Golden Mahove explains: 
“Our work is premised on the understanding that 
eradicating poverty is intricately linked to 
creation of economic opportunities for the 
marginalised. 
 
“The Business Trust has developed a range of 
programmes as part of its inclusive markets 

portfolio. These include a market-based approach to local economic development, focused 
on South Africa’s poverty nodes and piloted in Bushbuckridge; the piloting of a challenge 
fund supporting commercial firms that match the Business Trust’s investment and take risks 
while developing innovative products and services that benefit the poor; a project to 
identify market-based solutions to poverty challenges; and a study into the potential for 
the creation of an impact exchange through which impact investors could have investments 
mediated through a formally structured exchange. 
 
The study, conducted by the FinMark Trust, has been funded by SECO (Switzerland), the 
dti, the Business Trust, the FinMark Trust, Absa Bank, Standard Bank and the Tourism 
Enterprise Partnership. 
 
To download a presentation highlighting the results of the survey, click here. 
 
For more information on the Business Trust, please see www.btrust.org.za 
 
1 Made up of full time, part time and seasonal work opportunities 
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