
T he recent (MGI)  McKinsey 
Globa l  Repor t  shows that 
worldwide, despite making up 

50% of the workforce, women only 
generate 37% of global GDP. Another 
report on US figures indicates that 
if the gender gap was narrowed in 
the US, they would experience a 9% 
increase in GDP. This would translate 
to more than a trillion dollars! Other 
countries could anticipate similar 
spikes.

In South Africa, 50% of the population 
is female. A World Economic Forum 
report in 2013 noted that South African 
women earned up to 33% less than their 
male counterparts for the same work.

To top all that, it was estimated in 
2014 that it would take 81 years to 
achieve worldwide gender parity. Sadly, 
forecasters have been lengthening this 
time each year as we fail yet again to 
bridge the gender divide.

Study after study shows that when 
women are involved to an equal extent 
in all aspects and levels of organisa-
tions, these organisations are more 
likely to experience more innovation, 
more profits and more success.

Investing in our own human capital 
and talent and affording women equal 
opportunities in education, health, 
development and finance, can only 
create a much needed boost to our 
economy and a more equitable distribu-
tion of fees for service.

Dr Sumayya Ebrahim educates
This is according to Dr Sumayya 
Ebrahim, a well-known gynaecologist 
based at a private practice at Netcare 
Park Lane Clinic. Dr Ebrahim says fast-
tracking gender parity is not only the 
right thing to do, but the smart thing to 
do if we are serious about boosting the 
South African economy—and the secret 
to that is to lead by example.

“Proudly, South Africa can boast that 
in Government, female representation 
went up from 25% in 1994 to 42.4% by 
2014. This ranks us number eight in 
the world for the percentage of women 
we have in Government. In business, 
not only is legislation the answer, but 
successful implementation and enforce-
ment of such laws would be key.

“The Women Empowerment and 
Gender Equality Bill requires com-
panies to fill a minimum of 50% of all 

senior and top management positions 
with women. Heavy fines face those 
who don’t comply. The Commission 
for Gender Equality (CGE) has recom-
mended to Parliament that the state 
should refuse to fund or have dealings 
with companies that fail to address this 
transformation.

“While this legislation has set the 
right intention, its implementation will 
largely depend on the attitudes of those 
in positions of power. Traditionally 
this has been patriarchal and slow to 
embrace change,” says Dr Ebrahim, 
who is also passionate about educating 
women about making appropriate 
health and reproductive choices.

Looking at the positive impact of 
fast-tracking gender parity on trade 
and investment both on the African 
continent and beyond, she says if we 
narrow the gender gap we can expect an 
increase in GDP and a significant eco-
nomic boost. “The spin-off for the rest of 
the world, if the GDP is boosted on the 
African continent, is enormous: more 
beneficial trade agreements and an 
emerging markets for goods produced.”

Dr Ebrahim’s message to successful 
women in business is: “Share what you 

have learnt. Become a mentor. Take 
budding female entrepreneurs under 
your wing. Guide them and help them 
to learn from your example, from your 
successes and failures. This will serve 
to fast-track them. What an awesome 
legacy that will be to leave!”

Dimakatso Malwela motivates
CEO and Founder of Women of Value 
South Africa (WOVSA), Dimakatso 
Malwela, believes that fast tracking 
the development of women in business 
should happen via focusing on skills 
development, entrepreneurship devel-
opment, enterprise development and 
supplier development.

“The lack of skills and access to oppor-
tunities are hindering the growth and 
sustainability of women owned busi-
nesses. On the other hand, women in 
Government need to be involved in 
the programmes that will assist them 
to deal with challenges of growth. 
Mentorship and training play an impor-
tant role in their development. Women 
entrepreneurs should also focus on their 
personal development to deal with their 
mind-set that will motivate them in set-
ting realistic goals for their lives.”

As to what is currently wrong with 
our systems, Malwela says they are 
more socially, opposed to economi-
cally inclined. It brings the sense of 
dependence to the women-owned small 
businesses, rather than accountability 
and responsibility in growing their 
businesses.

Malwela says the role that education, 
networking and more support and rep-
resentation in various programmes can 
play in fast-tracking women in business 
must not be underestimated.

“Education is key. The analogy 
‘Educate a woman and you educate 
the nation’ holds water. I believe that 
if women are educated they will have 
knowledge to be able to do things on 
their own. Knowledge is power and 
most women are not participating in 
the mainstream economy—not because 
they don’t want to, or because they 
are not willing, but because the lack of 
knowledge is a challenge. When they 
are educated about the current trends 
in the economy, they are able to take 
advantage of the current situation. Our 
organisation launched an academy that 

deals with skills development by part-
nering with the institutions in education 
and training. We have noticed that 
there’s no way to win the battle of socio-
economic issues without education.

“Networking, on the other hand, is a 
great platform for women to learn from 
others. They get to know about available 
opportunities in fast-tracking their busi-
ness. Not only that, but they become 
inspired about what other women are 
doing and how they do it. It also assists 
in forming partnerships. This in turn 
can assist them in increasing capacity 
and accessing opportunities. WOVSA’s 
business forums are platforms for net-
working. We work very closely with the 

most relevant businesses to form part of 
the forums through business seminars, 
annual events and workshops,” she 
says.

Malwela believes that improving the 
policy environment for women entre-
preneurs will definitely help to make 
South Africa’s women more inclusive in 
our economy.

“The improvement of policies will 
assist in getting the investors and 
business to do more business with 
women. This will increase the chances 
of women entrepreneurs to grow and 
sustain their businesses and most 
South African women will be able to be 
included in the mainstream economy. 

Defining the fairer sex
How the fast-tracking of gender parity will 
boost the South African economy

Dr Sumayya Ebrahim, author and 
gynaecologist
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Our organisation will be launching a 
three year programme called Vision 
2020. The programme will focus on 
the development of women and youth 
co-operatives to help co-operatives to 
be transformed to sustainable business 
enterprises that will be included in the 
mainstream economy.”

Donna Rachelson believes
Chief Catalyst of Seed Academy, Donna 
Rachelson, is a woman who is active 
in the entrepreneurial ecosystem in 
South Africa, where she has invested 
in start-ups and assisted entrepre-
neurs to get traction. She is passionate 
about the development of women 
entrepreneurs. Her not-for-profit social 
enterprise focuses on transforming 
the South African economy through 
entrepreneurship.

She says as women make up more 
than 50% of South Africans, they play a 
substantial role in growing economies 

and the lagging participation of women 
in South Africa’s economy is mani-
festing in less innovation, fewer exports 
and fewer jobs being created. All these 
factors would be impacted if women 
were given a boost.

“A recent study researched almost 
22 000 firms globally and found that 
when women comprise a third of execu-
tives, companies are more profitable. 
Companies that increased the number 
of women on boards reported significant 
increases in profitability (about 15%).

“Put simply, having more women in 
business leadership results in higher 
returns in sales, a greater return on 
invested capital and a higher return 
on equity. Naturally women need to be 
given opportunities to reach leader-
ship positions and should be supported 
from the time they start their work or 
embark on entrepreneurial journeys,” 
she says. So how can potential inves-
tors be convinced to invest in women 

entrepreneurs? “It simply makes eco-
nomic sense. Women tend to be more 
risk averse and consequently their 
investments are likely to be less risky. 
There have been studies that high-
light that women entrepreneurs tend 
to have more successful businesses. It 
is not so much an issue of convincing 
investors to invest in women entrepre-
neurs, but more a case of ensuring that 
women entrepreneurs are given the 
necessary support and can effectively 
‘pitch’ their businesses to investors. 
Susan Colantuono of Leading Women 
in the US, has done extensive research 
on what holds women back. While her 
research focused on corporate women, 
the lessons highlighted are applicable 
to female entrepreneurs as well. The 
missing 33% of women is based on the 
skills and competencies that are rated 
twice as heavily as any other factor to 
get ahead, such as business and finan-
cial acumen.

“It is important that women entre-
preneurs develop these skills as well 
as being given opportunities to be 
mentored by successful women entre-
preneurs who are able to relate to the 
particular challenges that these women 
experience. A further thought on ways 
to enhance investment in female entre-
preneurs is to showcase to women 
entrepreneurs successful ‘invest-
ment’ stories of women entrepreneurs, 
together with inspiring case studies of 
women entrepreneurs. If women do not 
achieve their full economic potential, 
South Africa’s economy will continue 
to suffer,” says Rachelson, who is also a 
brand and marketing specialist, author 
and a well-known speaker.

Comparing the situation of South 
African women in business on a global 
scale, Rachelson refers to the findings 
of Seed Academy’s recently released 
Startup Survey and says the survey 
found that business survival rates 
are on the increase, but female entre-
preneurs remain in the minority. The 
results also show that entrepreneurs, 
especially women business owners, are 
optimistic. Interestingly, it has just been 
released that Johannesburg is among 
the top 25 cities in the world which 
fosters high potential women entre-
preneurs, according to the latest 2016 
Women Entrepreneur Cities Index (WE 
Cities). The index looks at a city’s ability 
to attract and foster growth in firms 
founded by women entrepreneurs.

“Doug Woolley, the GM of Dell South 
Africa, believes that IT has enabled 
women entrepreneurs to use opportu-
nities to start businesses. In his view, 
women are well placed in South Africa, 
due to empowerment codes and flexible 
policies, to use entrepreneurial opportu-
nities. Women entrepreneurs also give 
back more on a social level than their 
male counterparts. However, women do 
face a number of challenges especially 
around raising venture capital funds.”

Her message to successful women in 
business to help boost gender parity, is 
to set aside their perfectionistic traits. 
“Often as women, we tend to strive 
for the best before we go out there. 
For example, in my recent book Play 
to Win: What women can learn from 
men in business, I highlight: ‘Say it, 
it doesn’t have to be 100%’. Often our 

male counterparts are confident to ‘get 
out there’ and put themselves and their 
businesses forward, while as women 
we tend to want our businesses, ideas, 
projects and perspectives to be 100% 
before we present them or show up. 
As women we need to learn not to be 
too risk averse and look at ways of 
seeing business as game with endless 
possibilities.”

Another topic close to Rachelson’s 
heart is the gender pay gap. She says 
she has called on South African busi-
nesses to publish their gender pay gap 
in order to begin to remediate this his-
torical situation.

In South Africa the gender pay gap is 
estimated to be between 15% and 17% 
according to the SA Board for People 
Practices Women’s Report 2015. This 
means that for every one Rand a man 
earns, a woman only earns around 
85c. Or put another way, South African 
women need to work two extra months 

in a year to be paid the same as a man 
would get.

“This has worrying long-term implica-
tions. Women lose out on pension and 
other benefits that are related to basic 
salary. It has been estimated in the US 
for instance, that women who are as 
educated as men, lose between $700 
000 and $2 million over their lifetime to 
unfair pay practices.

“It seems absurd that a country such 
as South Africa, with such advanced 
labour practices, still has such serious 
gender pay issues. 

“If remuneration becomes more 
transparent, it can be more actively 
addressed than in the clandestine way 
it is currently handled. A pay gap audit 
will offer a way forward with quantifi-
able facts. Evidence has also indicated 
that less secrecy around pay results 
in greater employee loyalty and lower 
staff turnover. Boards need to pay 
closer attention to gender pay issues, 

Faith Khanyile, 
CEO of WDB Investment Holdings 

Donna Rachelson, Chief Catalyst of Seed 
Academy

Dimakatso Malwela, CEO and Founder of Women of Value 
South Africa (WOVSA)
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given that there are potential legal 
implications.

“In South Africa, the Employment 
Equity Act sets out non-discrimination 
legislation, the principle of equal pay for 
equal value. So men, women, different 
race groups and those with disabili-
ties should not be earning differently 
for the same work. This however, is 
more theory than reality,” according to 
Rachelson.

Faith Khanyile’s opinion
CEO of WDB Investment Holdings CEO, 
Faith Khanyile, is of the opinion that 
women empowerment or gender parity 
needs to form part of the executive and 
board agendas and performance score 
cards of Exco members, including that 
of the CEO. She says accountability 
and measurement are critical, and 
that there must also be formalised and 
tailored mentorship and sponsorship 
programmes in South Africa for rising 
female talent. Most importantly, cor-
porates must adapt their policies and 
environment so that they are women-
friendly and flexible as women go 
through the various stages of their per-
sonal lives—as empirical studies show 
that the retention of female executives 
is one of the biggest challenges at the 
senior and executive levels.
“Women businesses tend to be stuck 
at the micro and survivalist levels, 
making it almost impossible for these 
businesses to be part of the mainstream 
economy and to benefit from being part 
of the corporate supply value chain. 
The various stakeholders (Government, 
NGO’s, DFI’s and financial institutions) 
must collaborate more in order to better 
service rural women entrepreneurs. 
Government and DFIs must provide sup-
port in the form of grants for training 
and ongoing mentoring.

“Research shows that women are a 
better credit risk compared to men, but 
they are not serviced by the mainstream 
financial institutions due to the high 
cost of servicing this market segment. 
At WDB we have been serving rural 
female entrepreneurs for the past 25 
years providing micro loans and busi-
ness training. 

“We therefore know and understand 
the challenges as well as opportunities 

facing this market; the average loan 
repayment rate is in the mid to high 
80%; women are a better credit risk as 
they have not just their own interests at 
heart, but also that of their children and 
families. 

“Finally, corporates must play a role in 
supporting rural female entrepreneurs 
by opening their supply chain to female 
owned businesses if these businesses 
are to be sustainable. There is therefore 
a big opportunity to unlock this poten-
tial, but only if the various stakeholders 
tackle the challenge jointly.”

Khanyile is adamant that the issue 
of gender equality starts at home—and 
that parents must raise their daughters 
the same way they raise their sons. 
She says at school level, girls and boys 
must be encouraged equally to pursue 
their dreams, rather than girls being 
encouraged to either marry the most 
successful man or be directed towards 
‘female” oriented professions. 

“Society must stop putting limits on 
women. Women must be encouraged to 
reach for the sky!”

Exploring the role that education, 
networking and more support and rep-
resentation on various programmes can 
play in fast-tracking women in business, 
Khanyile says education is the key to 
success.

“We can sight many cases where edu-
cation has helped to move people out of 
poverty and those people have in turn 
uplifted their families and communi-
ties. Long-term sustainable businesses 
and people are largely dependent on 
the networks and relationships as 
people do business with someone they 
trust. It is therefore critical that women 
are brought into these important busi-
ness networks and also for aspiring 
women leaders and entrepreneurs 
to build and maintain their business 
networks.

“Lastly, women need sponsors in 
executive committees and in board-
rooms. A sponsor plays a critical role in 
promoting and growing their protégé, 
as it is not sufficient just to be strong 
technically and deliver results—women 
need to understand the unwritten corpo-
rate rules and corporate politics. That’s 
where a sponsor can play a very impor-
tant role.”

Monica Singer highlights
The CEO of Strate (South Africa’s Central 
Securities Depository), Monica Singer, 
says there is no doubt that the success 
of an economy pivots on the people of 
that country—and she poses the ques-
tion: “So if we’re inhibiting a portion of 
the population based on gender, are we 
not compromising the future success of 
a country?”

Women represent approximately half 
of the global population, half of South 
Africa’s population, and half of the 

working population (15-64 years) in the 
country. That’s 18.5 million women that 
can actually add value in South Africa, 
yet the country still lags behind in 
unequal access to education and gender-
related pay.

Like Rachelson, Singer highlights the 
issue of the approximately 17% gender 
pay gap. “It’s frightening when I read 
that a South African woman would need 
to work two months more than a man 
to earn the equivalent salary that he 
would earn in a year. While much has 
been done by Government in terms of 
equitable salaries, businesses need to 
implement policies and processes that 
provide an equal market-related pay for 
the role based on the job description 
of such a role, rather than whether it’s 
being filled by a man or a woman.”

“Skills development is also a key factor. 
At Strate, for example, we have incor-
porated skills development into each 
employee’s performance appraisal, pro-
viding them with a budget each year 
that they are encouraged to use to learn 
more and hone in on new skills. It’s a 
no-brainer. Staff are motivated to learn 
and improve every year by using a 
training budget provided for by the com-
pany, and if they do, they are rewarded 
for it in their performance appraisals.

“One can argue that women are often 
seen to be less loyal to the company 
and more likely to exit the workplace in 
their childbearing years, which is why 
some companies place more value on 
their male employees. In this instance, 
companies should look at addressing 
gender bias in general. 

“They should encourage an equal 
sharing of family responsibilities, 
strengthening policies on paternity and 
parental leave, or adopting interventions 
that bridge gaps that may arise. Flexible 
work arrangements help staff with 
young children, and at Strate this flex-
ibility applies to both male and female 
employees,” Singer told Opportunity 
magazine.

Women also need to reflect within 
themselves and change their atti-
tudes. Women need to seize their own 
opportunities, raise their hand and be 
responsible for achieving their suc-
cesses and aspirations. They need to 
surround themselves with experts and 
ask the right questions, according to 
Singer.

“Challenge the myth that you can’t, 
when you can. Women need to develop 
their skills by studying, and studying 
with a passion and obsession that gets 
them to read everything that they can 
to empower themselves. I have never 
stopped learning. There is so much 
knowledge out there. Socrates said, 
‘The only thing I know is that I know 
nothing.’ Every day, one step at a time, 
study and work hard with determination 
and passion. All of us have a talent and 
we have an obligation, a responsibility 
that’s paramount, to bring that talent to 
the world,” she concludes.

Lindsay King & 
Michelle Blumenau

“Knowledge is 
power and most 
women are not 
participating in 
the mainstream 
economy—not 

because they don’t 
want to, or because 
they are not willing, 

but because the 
lack of knowledge 

is a challenge”

Monica Singer, CEO of Strate
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