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INTRODUCTION 

The South African government is steadfast in its commitment to robustly invest in local entrepreneurship, 

particularly within the Small and Medium Scale Enterprises (SMEs) sector. The state recognizes the SMEs' 

potential to stimulate both job creation, income generation and economic advancement. 1  Despite these 

substantial government commitments aimed at bolstering the endeavours of indigenous South African 

entrepreneurs, the actual performance of many of these enterprises falls below the expected threshold. 2 A 

significant number of South African enterprises, constantly and prematurely exit the entrepreneurial landscape, 

while many of those that persist struggle to compete with their foreign counterparts, even when presented with 

equal market opportunities.3 This predicament raises pertinent questions regarding the underlying factors that 

contribute to this disparity, as well as the distinct attributes that foreign-owned enterprises, which manage to 

succeed within the country, possess. It is believed that a thorough examination of the strategies, tactics, and 

 
1 “State of the Nation Address ,” https://www.stateofthenation.gov.za/assets/downloads/State-of-the-Nation-Address-2023.pdf, 2023. 
2 Harris Maduku and Irrshad Kaseeram, “Success Indicators among Black Owned Informal Small Micro and Medium 

Enterprises’(SMMEs) in South Africa,” Development Southern Africa 38, no. 4 (2021): 664–82; Vuyani Rens et al., “SMEs, Economic 

Growth, and Business Incubation Conundrum in South Africa. A Literature Appraisal,” Journal of Management and Research 8, no. 2 

(2021): 214–51; Weliswa Matekenya and Clement Moyo, “Innovation as a Driver of SMME Performance in South Africa: A Quantile 

Regression Approach,” African Journal of Economic and Management Studies 13, no. 3 (2022): 452–67. 
3 Rens et al., “SMEs, Economic Growth, and Business Incubation Conundrum in South Africa. A Literature Appraisal.” 
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ABSTRACT  

There have been considerable government investments in financial and non-financial 

support for local South African small and micro-enterprises, despite this, many struggle 

to stay afloat compared to their  counterparts, like Somali entrepreneurs. This case 

study, therefore, sought to explore the fundamental tenets responsible for the success 

of Somali entrepreneurs in South Africa, seeking valuable insights to inform policies 

that can enhance the competitiveness of local SMEs. Utilising a qualitative research 

design and an exploratory approach, an in-depth understanding and contextual 

knowledge of the experiences and practices of Somalian entrepreneurs were distilled. 

Data was collected using a semi-structured interview guide with a purposively selected 

sample of 23 experienced Somali entrepreneurs operating various small-scale 

businesses, across different sectors in Pretoria West. A thematic analysis, using Atlast-

ti as a modelling tool, was utilised to identify recurring patterns and critical success 

factors underpinning the achievements of the entrepreneurs in the study area. Six 

themes emerged and in order of priority, were – preference for collaborative ventures, 

a sense of community, informal networks, adaptive spirit, resilience and customer-

centred business orientation. By learning from the experiences of these Somali small-

scale entrepreneurs, specific support measures can be developed to foster a more 

inclusive and robust entrepreneurial ecosystem in South Africa, ultimately, leading to 

greater enterprise efficacy. 
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approaches employed by these foreign entrepreneurs, particularly focusing on those of Somali origin, could 

yield invaluable insights. These insights, in turn, hold the potential to help recalibrate existing strategies, infuse 

innovation, and reinvigorate the competitive landscape of South African SMEs, benefitting not only 

policymakers but also local business owners. 

Gleaning insights from the experiences of successful Somali entrepreneurs, this research seeks to 

cultivate a more inclusive and robust entrepreneurial ecosystem in South Africa, thereby, ultimately fostering 

heightened economic growth and development. This study, therefore, involves a comprehensive exploration, 

delving into the fundamental elements that drive the success of foreign entrepreneurs, with specific attention on 

the Somali business community. The achievements of Somali small and medium-scale entrepreneurs, within 

the South African landscape, have been remarkable, highlighting their exceptional accomplishments and 

competitiveness. By extracting these essential insights, the study aims to contribute to the formulation of 

pertinent policy recommendations to bolster and enhance the competitive stance of local SMEs in South Africa. 

This enhancement is expected to catalyse economic growth while fostering a more dynamic and resilient 

entrepreneurial ecosystem. The outcomes of this research’s endeavour carry the promise of nurturing a sector 

of SMEs in South Africa that is not only more adept at navigating global competition but also aligns 

harmoniously with the overarching objectives of local and rural economic progress and sustainable 

development. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Immigrant entrepreneurship is a global phenomenon often necessitated by socio-economic and political issues 

faced by these operators in their countries of origin.4 In recent decades, Ramos-Escobar et al argue that the 

phenomenon has become more complex, multifaceted, and diverse and recent trends in South Africa parallel 

this international pattern.5 Research supports the notion that immigrants, particularly in developed nations, are 

increasingly drawn to entrepreneurial activities.6 The surge in global immigration has given rise to a growing 

number of foreign-owned enterprises, largely propelled by immigrants' greater proclivity to initiate businesses, 

compared to their native counterparts.7 This entrepreneurial drive among immigrants is further catalysed by a 

number of push and pull factors including a flourishing informal economy landscape in the host country that 

provides fertile ground for immigrants to establish their businesses8 and the presence of discriminatory labour 

markets that hinder job visibility, resulting in higher unemployment rates among immigrants.9 This does not 

exempt migrant business owners’ motivation for self-employment and independence,10 as well as their foresight 

to spot business opportunities.11 

 
4 Hein De Haas et al., “International Migration: Trends, Determinants, and Policy Effects,” Population and Development Review 45, 

no. 4 (2019): 885–922; Clavis N. Fubah and Menisha N. Moos, “Immigrant Entrepreneurship in South Africa: A Review and Research 

Agenda,” The Journal for Transdisciplinary Research in Southern Africa 18, no. 1 (September 29, 2022), 

https://doi.org/10.4102/td.v18i1.1160. 
5 Elva Alicia Ramos-Escobar et al., “Immigrant Entrepreneurs: A Review of the Literature and an Agenda for Future Investigations,” 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations 91 (2022): 170–90. 
6 Inocent Moyo, “A Case Study of Black African Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Inner City Johannesburg Using the Mixed 

Embeddedness Approach,” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 12, no. 3 (2014): 250–73; Livhuwani Gladys Nkondo, 

“Comparative Analysis of the Performance of Asian and Black-Owned Small Supermarkets in Rural Areas of Thulamela Municipality, 

South Africa” (2017). 
7 S. Dludla, “5 Reasons Why Foreigner-Run Spaza Shops Do Better than Local Counterparts,” https://smesouthafrica.co.za/5-reasons-

why-foreigner-run-spaza-shops-do-better-than-local-counterparts/., 2014; Nkondo, “Comparative Analysis of the Performance of 

Asian and Black-Owned Small Supermarkets in Rural Areas of Thulamela Municipality, South Africa”; Ishmael Obaeko Iwara, 

“Towards a Model for Successful Enterprises Centred on Entrepreneurs Exogenous and Endogenous Attributes: Case of Vhembe 

District, South Africa” (2020); Lebohang Y Moloi, Lentswe Mosweunyane, and Crispen Chipunza, “Assessing Immigrant 

Entrepreneur’s Contribution to Entrepreneurial Development: A Case of Small Retailers in the Mangaung, Free State Province,” The 

Southern African Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small Business Management 14, no. 1 (2022): 440. 
8 Tüzin Baycan-Levent and Peter Nijkamp, “Characteristics of Migrant Entrepreneurship in Europe,” Entrepreneurship and Regional 

Development 21, no. 4 (2009): 375–97; Tankiso Moloi, “Analysing the Human Capital Capabilities in the Enterprise Risk 

Management Function of South Africa’s Public Institutions,” Business and Economic Horizons 14, no. 2 (2018): 375–88, 

https://doi.org/10.15208/beh.2018.27; Fubah and Moos, “Immigrant Entrepreneurship in South Africa: A Review and Research 

Agenda.” 
9 V. Kalitanyi, “Evaluation of Employment Creation by African Immigrant Entrepreneurs for Unemployed South Africans in Cape 

Town ” ( University of the Western Cape, 2007); Pineteh E Angu, “Living on the Fringes of Life and Death: Somali Migrants, Risky 

Entrepreneurship and Xenophobia in Cape Town,” African Human Mobility Review 5, no. 3 (2019). 
10 Daniel K Thompson and Richard Grant, “Enclaves on Edge: Strategy and Tactics in Immigrant Business Spaces of Johannesburg,” 

in Urban Forum, vol. 26 (Springer, 2015), 243–62; Rachel S Shinnar and Dilek Zamantılı Nayır, “Immigrant Entrepreneurship in an 

Emerging Economy: The Case of Turkey,” Journal of Small Business Management 57, no. 2 (2019): 559–75. 
11 Andrew Charman and Laurence Piper, “Xenophobia, Criminality and Violent Entrepreneurship: Violence against Somali 

Shopkeepers in Delft South, Cape Town, South Africa,” South African Review of Sociology 43, no. 3 (2012): 81–105. 
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In South Africa, a similar narrative unfolds, where immigrants, including Somali nationals, have 

enthusiastically embraced entrepreneurship as a means of economic survival and prosperity.12 Partially, this 

pursuit is profoundly influenced by the country's employment policies and the prevalence of xenophobic 

sentiments which hinder their integration into mainstream activities.13 For many immigrants, including Somali 

immigrants, securing meaningful employment opportunities in South Africa has proven elusive, therefore, 

entrepreneurship becomes a compelling and viable avenue for survival and economic sustenance, not only for 

resilient foreign-born entrepreneurs but also for the broader South African economy. 

The transformative impact of Somali immigrants in South Africa is evident in the changing social and 

economic landscape of the suburbs such as Mayfair and Fordsburg in Johannesburg,14 Phoenix in Durban, and 

Bellville and Khayelitsha in Cape Town among other areas in the country where they have settled.15 Research 

indicates that these communities have become more diverse and economically vibrant.16 Somali immigrant 

entrepreneurs, mirroring their counterparts from other African nations, have demonstrated significant success 

in business ventures, making substantial contributions to South Africa's job market, especially within these 

residential areas.17 This observation further reinforces the notion that immigrant entrepreneurs, particularly 

Somalis, are assets and primarily job creators rather than job takers as often insinuated by some natives. 

Immigrant entrepreneurs, including Somali business proprietors, have increasingly found themselves 

being conspicuous targets for attacks, looting, and violence in recent years, despite their substantial economic 

contributions.18  The accomplishments realized by these immigrants have, at times, fostered sentiments of 

disenfranchisement and resentment among local populations, resulting in conflicts and the emergence of 

xenophobic inclinations.19  This has contributed significantly to the pervasive belief held by many South 

Africans that migrants are exerting dominance over the informal trading markets at the expense of native 

citizens. To address these multifaceted issues and promote inclusive economic growth, there is an urgent need 

to gain a clearer understanding of the driving forces underpinning immigrant entrepreneurship, with particular 

emphasis on Somali entrepreneurs. Consequently, this study endeavours to bridge this knowledge gap by 

providing invaluable insights into the pivotal factors contributing to the success of Somali small-scale 

entrepreneurs in South Africa. These insights, hopefully, would serve as a foundational basis for crafting well-

informed policy interventions. While previous studies have undertaken efforts to delineate entrepreneurial 

success factors, this study not only delves comprehensively into these specific factors but also advances their 

significance within the broader discourse.20 

 

METHODOLOGY 

A qualitative research design was employed, utilizing an exploratory approach to unravel answers to the main 

research question: “What can we learn from successful Somali small-scale entrepreneurs in South Africa?” The 

selection of a qualitative method was deemed necessary because it provides room for in-depth exploration of 

experiences, practices, and perspectives of participants. Semi-structured interviews were carried out with a 

purposive sample comprising 23 Somali entrepreneurs, 15 males and 11 females, who operate diverse small-

scale businesses in Pretoria West. Their businesses comprise - grocery stores, clothing shops, electronic stores, 

 
12 Fubah and Moos, “Immigrant Entrepreneurship in South Africa: A Review and Research Agenda.” 
13 J. Crush, G. Tawodzera, and X. Bada, “African Immigration to South Africa: A Critical Review,” African Studies Review 60, no. 3 

(2017): 147-165.; Vongai S Ruzungunde and Sindiso Zhou, “Attitudes towards Migrant Workers in South Africa: A Critical Discourse 

Analysis,” Journal of Local Government Research and Innovation 2 (2021): 9. 
14 Samadia Sadouni, “‘God Is Not Unemployed’: Journeys of Somali Refugees in Johannesburg,” African Studies 68, no. 2 (2009): 

235–49; Thompson and Grant, “Enclaves on Edge: Strategy and Tactics in Immigrant Business Spaces of Johannesburg.” 
15 Angu, “Living on the Fringes of Life and Death: Somali Migrants, Risky Entrepreneurship and Xenophobia in Cape Town.” 
16 B.S. Ibrahim, “Entrepreneurship Amongst Somali Migrants in South Africa ” (University of the Witwatersrand, 2016). 
17 Vivence Kalitanyi and Kobus Visser, “Migration and Migrants Entrepreneurial Skills in South Africa: Assets or Liabilities?,” 

Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences 5, no. 14 (2014): 147; Thompson and Grant, “Enclaves on Edge: Strategy and Tactics in 

Immigrant Business Spaces of Johannesburg”; Angu, “Living on the Fringes of Life and Death: Somali Migrants, Risky 

Entrepreneurship and Xenophobia in Cape Town.” 
18 Charman and Piper, “Xenophobia, Criminality and Violent Entrepreneurship: Violence against Somali Shopkeepers in Delft South, 

Cape Town, South Africa”; A Grant, Access Audit Handbook (London: Centre for Accessible Environments, 2013). 
19 Charman and Piper, “Xenophobia, Criminality and Violent Entrepreneurship: Violence against Somali Shopkeepers in Delft South, 

Cape Town, South Africa”; D. Tevera, “ African Migrants, Xenophobia and Urban Violence in Post-Apartheid South Africa,” 

Alternation Special Edition 7 (2013): 9–26; Angu, “Living on the Fringes of Life and Death: Somali Migrants, Risky Entrepreneurship 

and Xenophobia in Cape Town.” 
20 Kalitanyi, “Evaluation of Employment Creation by African Immigrant Entrepreneurs for Unemployed South Africans in Cape 

Town ”; Grant, Access Audit Handbook; Moyo, “A Case Study of Black African Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Inner City 

Johannesburg Using the Mixed Embeddedness Approach”; Charman and Piper, “Xenophobia, Criminality and Violent 

Entrepreneurship: Violence against Somali Shopkeepers in Delft South, Cape Town, South Africa”; Angu, “Living on the Fringes of 

Life and Death: Somali Migrants, Risky Entrepreneurship and Xenophobia in Cape Town.” 
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money transfer services, resale of home appliances, car dealerships, truck delivery services, cosmetics, jewellery 

shops and restaurants. The choice of this location was predicated on the substantial concentration of Somali 

households and businesses. Over the years, the western area of Pretoria in the Gauteng Province has witnessed 

a substantial influx of Somali settlers, characterized by a myriad of businesses they operate, rendering it an ideal 

locale for the study. 

The interviews conducted aimed to capture valuable insights into the strategies and critical success 

factors propelling their businesses forward. Data collection, thus, was conducted through semi-structured 

interviews, with the sample size determined by data saturation to ensure comprehensive coverage of the topic. 

A minimum of three years of business experience in South Africa was a selection criteria to ensure that 

participants had insightful knowledge and relevant experience to contribute meaningfully to the study. The 

interviews which lasted for approximately 30 to 45 minutes per participant, were meticulously audio-recorded 

and subsequently transcribed for thorough analysis. The data collection was facilitated between August and 

September 2023. Throughout the research process, ethical guidelines were rigorously adhered to; for instance, 

informed consent was diligently obtained from all participants prior to data collection, and as a close-knit 

community, stringent measures were taken to safeguard their confidentiality throughout the stages of data 

collection, analysis, and reporting. A thematic analysis was performed on the collected, using Atlas-ti v8 to 

facilitate the identification of recurring themes, and critical success traits among the experiences shared by the 

participating Somali entrepreneurs. This process highlighted and elucidated the relevance of themes within the 

entrepreneurial landscape involving migrant operators, such as Somalians. 

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 

The study discerned several entrepreneurial traits exhibited by Somali entrepreneurs in Pretoria West, in South 

Africa, and expounded upon their functions and advantages. Somali entrepreneurs illustrated an adaptive spirit 

characterized by their capacity and willingness to adapt and evolve in response to shifting circumstances and 

challenges. This attribute proved particularly advantageous as it facilitated their comprehension of local 

dynamics, the identification of opportunities, and the adjustment of their business models to cater to local 

demand. Collaborative ventures were also pervasive among the entrepreneurs, with partnerships and cooperative 

efforts assuming a pivotal role in collective purchasing, procuring bulk supplies, showcasing products 

collectively, and conducting joint marketing campaigns – factors which ultimately broadened their audience 

reach. Additionally, a customer-centric orientation was observed, with a focus on prioritizing customer needs 

and preferences, resulting in enhanced customer loyalty, increased referrals, and the acquisition of valuable 

market insights. Informal networks were found to be indispensable, facilitating interactions concerning 

emerging trends, swift expansion of the customer base through referrals within the informal communities, 

resource mobilization, and the provision of emotional support. Resilience emerged as a prominent trait, 

empowering Somali entrepreneurs to persevere and surmount business-related challenges, ultimately bolstering 

their capacity to recover from setbacks. Lastly, a strong sense of community prevailed among these business 

operators, fostering the mobilization of business resources, encouraging apprenticeship and mentorship, and 

promoting partnerships as opposed to fostering competition. Table 1 illustrates the Somali entrepreneurs’ traits, 

definitions, and benefits. 

 

Table 1: Somali Entrepreneurial Success Traits  

Entrepreneurial 

Trait 

Definition Benefit 

Adaptive spirit The ability and willingness to adjust, 

evolve, and thrive in response to 

changing circumstances, challenges, 

or environments. 

Assists in understanding local dynamics 

while identifying opportunities. 

Adjusting business models to meet local 

demands.  

Collaborative 

Ventures 

Partnerships or joint efforts between 

two or more operators, often with 

shared goals, resources, and 

responsibilities, to achieve mutual 

benefits or objectives. 

Enables collective purchasing/bulk 

supplies. 

Forsters collective product showcasing. 

Supports joint marketing to draw a broader 

audience. 

Customer-centric A business approach that prioritizes 

meeting the needs and preferences of 

customers as the central focus of its 

operations and strategies. 

Upscales customer loyalty and referrals.  

Establishes grounds to gather valuable 

market insights and stay competitive. 
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Informal networks Social connections and relationships 

between individuals or groups that 

facilitate the exchange of information, 

resources, and support outside formal 

organizational structures. 

Facilitates interactions about emerging 

trends and strategies. 

Builds customer-base more quickly 

through referrals within the informal 

community. 

Enhances resource mobilization from 

individuals or groups. 

Provides emotional support. 

Resilience  The capacity to withstand and recover 

from adversity, maintaining or 

returning to a stable state of well-

being. 

Builds owners’ stamina to endure and 

overcome business-related obstacles.  

Boosts owners’ ability to bounce back from 

setbacks. 

Sense of community  The feeling of belonging, mutual 

support, and shared identity among a 

group of people within a particular 

social or geographic context. 

Enhances business resource mobilisation. 

Facilitates apprenticeship and mentorship. 

Promotes partnership as opposed to 

competition 

 

As illustrated in Table 2, a collaborative venture orientation emerged as a notable strength among 

Somali entrepreneurs, as articulated by 21 out of the 23 participants. Likewise, the sense of belonging to a 

community and informal networks garnered an equal level of recognition, acknowledged by 19 participants. 

Resilience, an adaptive spirit, and a customer-centric business orientation received fewer mentions, however, 

the overall count exhibited a positive skew. 

 

Table 2: Grounded Somali Entrepreneurial Success Traits   

Entrepreneurial Trait Remark 

Collaborative ventures ***** ***** ***** ***** * 

Sense of community  ***** ***** ***** **** 

Informal networks ***** ***** ***** **** 

Adaptive spirit ***** ***** ***** * 

Resilience  ***** ***** ***** 

Customer-centric ***** ***** *** 

 

Collaborative Ventures  

Somali entrepreneurs actively engage in collaborations with their fellow entrepreneurs, particularly within their 

community, as they perceive that joint-marketing efforts expand their market reach and draw a broader audience. 

These collaborations manifest in various forms, such as - pooling resources to collectively address common 

challenges and engaging in bulk purchasing to reduce individual costs and enhance their bargaining power with 

suppliers. This approach, therefore, offers opportunities for shared resources and group procurement, resulting 

in cost savings and heightened business efficiency. Additionally, a noteworthy practice among Somali 

entrepreneurs is their organization of monthly markets where community entrepreneurs can collectively 

showcase their products. This collaborative initiative not only enhances the visibility of individual businesses 

but also fosters a dynamic marketplace that attracts a diverse customer base, ultimately benefiting all 

participating Somali business people. 
“We look for collaboration opportunities within our networks and joint ventures that can bring mutual 

benefits and enhance community involvement. My brother here and I, for instance, source some of our 

electronic products from other Somali entrepreneurs, enabling us to collectively negotiate better prices 
from suppliers. In most cases, we purchase products from suppliers and collect additional stock worth 

thousands of Rands without initial payment, sell in a few days and remit. So, the benefits of 
collaboration in our kind of business are massive” (Male, 25 years electronic dealer). 

 

“Participating in networking events within your community is paramount as it builds a strong network 

that can open doors to new opportunities and relationships. Organizing [which we sometimes do] or 

attending community events, provides opportunities to connect with potential customers, collaborators, 
and mentors. We organise an in-house fashion show for our products every year. This not only attracted 
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customers but also created a sense of community engagement and built a loyal customer base that 

supports our business consistently” (Female, 31 years, fashion/decor designer). 

 

Somali entrepreneurs indeed flourish within their close-knit communities, and their propensity for 

collaboration is emblematic of their business approach. This phenomenon is well-supported by the works of 

Abdi and Smith, who emphasize the pivotal role of cultural identity in forging connections and partnerships.21 

Within the Somali diaspora in South Africa, a strong sense of community prevails, and this communal ethos 

extends to the realm of entrepreneurship. Collaborations are perceived as an avenue, to not only harness cost-

saving advantages through resource pooling, but also to engage in knowledge exchange. This is particularly 

pertinent given the diverse skill sets and experiences within the Somali entrepreneurial community. 22 The 

collaborative spirit manifests as a mechanism for addressing shared challenges and seizing collective 

opportunities. Osman and Ngepah further substantiate this argument by highlighting the resilience demonstrated 

by Somali entrepreneurs amidst adversities.23 Collaborative networks, both within and beyond the Somali 

community, therefore, serve as critical support systems, enabling entrepreneurs to weather challenges, 

collectively.24 

Collaborations among Somali entrepreneurs go beyond mere cost-savings and knowledge-exchange. 

They engender mutually beneficial partnerships that can lead to business growth and sustainability. Research 

by Ahmed and Du Plessis underscores the role of social networks in enhancing the business success of Somali 

entrepreneurs.25 These networks not only facilitate access to financial resources but also act as conduits for 

market expansion and customer acquisition.26 Somali entrepreneurs recognize that by collaborating, they can 

tap into each other's strengths, mitigate individual weaknesses, and create synergistic business opportunities. In 

this context, collaborations are pivotal, not only for the individual entrepreneur's growth but also for the broader 

economic impact as Somali entrepreneurs collectively contribute to the local economy. In conclusion, Somali 

entrepreneurs' proclivity for thriving through collaboration within close-knit communities is substantiated by 

scholarly research. Their approach results not only in cost-savings and knowledge-exchange but also the 

establishment of mutually beneficial partnerships that foster business growth and resilience in the face of 

challenges. This collaborative ethos demonstrates the significance of communal support-networks within the 

Somali entrepreneurial ecosystem and their multifaceted contributions to South Africa's business landscape. 

 

Informal Networks  

The data from this study underscores the invaluable role of co-ethnic business relations in Somalian’s business 

establishment and development as they place a significant emphasis on their informal networks. Informal 

networks refer to unofficial and often social connections and relationships between individuals or groups that 

facilitate the exchange of information, resources, and support outside formal organizational structures. This 

form of networking proves vital in business marketing and contributes significantly to the success of Somali 

entrepreneurs. Respondents constantly elucidated that they rely on word-of-mouth referrals and social 

connections to foster the growth of their businesses, demonstrating the importance of cultivating robust 

relationships within the community. 

“My business, as well as those of other Somalis in South Africa, primarily thrives through extensive 

network-based opportunity exploration. Somali communities, regardless of their location, typically 

have designated congregational areas for both social and business interactions. These congregations 

play a crucial role in fostering dialogue among Somalis and facilitating the exchange of information 
regarding potential opportunities. My kind of business [Arabic cosmetics] often relies on word-of-

mouth referrals and social connections to grow, highlighting the importance of building strong 
relationships within the community. Once one customer within a certain network is satisfied, he/she 

connects and refers many others within the network to my business, which is crucial for sustained 

success” (Male, 21-year-old cosmetics dealer). 

 
21 M. Abdi and S. L. Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs 

in South Africa,” African Journal of Business and Economic Research 14, no. 1 (2019): 53–57. 
22 Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South 

Africa.” 
23 H. A. Osman and N. Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa,” International 

Journal of Entrepreneurial Behavior & Research 26, no. 3 (2020): 610–29. 
24 Osman and Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
25 M. Y. Ahmed and C. Du Plessis, “Role of Social Networks in the Business Success of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa,” 

Journal of Social Sciences 54, no. 1 (2018): 23–36. 
26 Ahmed and Du Plessis, “Role of Social Networks in the Business Success of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
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The quotation that co-ethnic business relations play a valuable role in the establishment and 

development of Somali entrepreneurs in Pretoria West is well-supported by Abdi and Smith who revealed the 

significance of cultural identity and community ties among Somali entrepreneurs, underlining that these 

connections often facilitate access to informal networks.27 These networks, based on shared ethnicity and 

cultural bonds, are crucial for word-of-mouth referrals and social connections that drive business marketing and 

success.28 Furthermore, these networks enable Somali entrepreneurs to tap into their community's social capital, 

which includes trust-based relationships that are instrumental in business growth. 

“Within the Somali community, family networks and related extended networks serve as indispensable 

foundations for broader entrepreneurship endeavors. As a result, we try to get together often. Getting 

together provides a platform for forging agreements to embark on joint ventures in previously 
unexplored geographical areas. Besides the general gatherings where all Somalis in specific areas meet 

to discuss, there are disaggregated clusters limited to entrepreneurs with specific business traits. For 

instance, Somali entrepreneurs dealing with grocery stores have designated places and time to convene, 

and so do others… These gathering points also prove instrumental in sharing information regarding 

the prices of goods, enabling the possibility of joint bulk purchases. It tends to form organically and, at 
times, along ethnic lines” (Female, 37 years old, small-scale ceramics trader).  

 
Osman and Ngepah reiterate the essential role of informal networks in the success of Somali 

entrepreneurs.29 These scholars note that these networks serve as sources of business referrals and provide 

emotional and practical support, particularly during challenging times. Similarly, this study revealed that Somali 

entrepreneurs in South Africa often rely on these networks to navigate the complexities of the business 

environment, further illustrating their essential role.30 Literature, therefore, aligns with this study’s assertion that 

informal networks, based on co-ethnic business relations, are vital for the establishment, growth, and success of 

Somali entrepreneurs in South Africa. These networks facilitate word-of-mouth referrals, social connections, 

and a sense of community that fosters resilience and prosperity. 

 

Sense of Community  

Somali business owners possess a robust sense of belonging to a community that facilitates entrepreneurial 

support among them, a phenomenon evident in several ways. Firstly, through various community networks, 

including religious and ethnic clusters, Somalis arriving in South Africa establish connections with potential 

business mentors, seek opportunities to partner with existing enterprises to gain practical market experience, 

and mobilize startup resources. Secondly, the Somali communities in South Africa frequently unite to offer 

mutual support to each other's businesses. This spirit of solidarity has proved invaluable in helping entrepreneurs 

overcome barriers and to nurture a profound sense of belonging - a crucial factor for success, especially in a 

foreign country. 

“I would say my business’ survival, growth, and sustainability hinges on the benevolent gestures of 

other Somalis. When I came into the country [South Africa], I had nothing on me. It was in our place 
of worship that my people here raised a startup capital for my business within a week and attached me 

to Mr.… [name withheld] for practical skills development. Owning two grocery shops and a warehouse, 

I started assisting him with his business to familiarise myself with the South African business 

environment before setting up mine. After three months, it was possible to set up my business, having 

understood the market dynamics. Through his networks, I was able to build a strong customer base, as 
well as source suppliers at more favourable rates through connections within the Somali community. 

It's been four years now, and I still go to him for any form of business-related support. During 
challenging times, like when foreign-owned stores in Pretoria faced burglary, fellow entrepreneurs 

within our ethnic network offered both financial and emotional support and practical advice on security 

measures” (Male, 28 years old, trader). 

 

Community support, hence, plays a fundamental role in the entrepreneurial journey of Somali 

immigrants in South Africa, and this assertion is well-validated by scholarly research. Firstly, community 

networks, often established around shared religious and ethnic identities, serve as vital channels for support. 

These networks enable incoming Somalians to establish connections with potential business mentors who can 

 
27 Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship...” 
28 Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship....” 
29 Osman and Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
30 Osman and Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
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provide guidance and expertise, helping them navigate the complexities of entrepreneurship in South Africa.31 

Furthermore, these networks facilitate opportunities for newcomers to align with existing enterprises, allowing 

them to gain firsthand market experience and access essential startup resources.32 Such support structures 

illustrate the crucial role of cultural identity and community ties in facilitating entrepreneurial success. 

“I heavily rely on our [Somalis] robust ethnic networks, which not only provide me with essential 
support but also foster a strong sense of unity. When new arrivals land in South Africa, they receive 

valuable assistance from fellow members of this ethnic community, enabling a swift entry into the 
business landscape. People just contribute immediately to set him/her up to avoid the possibility of 

becoming a nonentity or liability to others. Within the first two months of my arrival, collectively, the 

Somali community gifted me a Toyota Etios to start a bolt business through which I could raise sufficient 
capital for my dream business. The fact that my establishment in South Africa resulted from people’s 

sweat and magnanimity, I strive for success and the need to reciprocate to the younger generation. This 

is just to emphasize that we place significant emphasis on our social capital, built through trust-based 

business networks, valuing them more than local or foreign networks. Beyond basic start-up support, 

we extend credit to one another and find the ability to source goods on credit from Somali-owned 
wholesalers highly advantageous. This level of solidarity is a prevalent characteristic among Somali 

migrant communities” (Male, 48 years old, truck logistics professional). 

 

The sense of solidarity and mutual assistance within the Somali community in South Africa is a defining 

characteristic of their entrepreneurial journey. This communal support system, not only helps Somali 

entrepreneurs overcome barriers but also fosters a profound sense of belonging, which is particularly invaluable 

for immigrants navigating the challenges of a foreign country. As highlighted by Osman and Ngepah, this 

communal ethos is a source of resilience among Somali entrepreneurs.33 During times of adversity, such as 

xenophobic incidents or economic hardships, the community support system becomes a vital source of both 

emotional and practical assistance, enabling entrepreneurs to persevere and thrive in a challenging 

environment.34 Scholarly discourse, thus, also reinforces the multifaceted nature of community support within 

the Somali entrepreneurial ecosystem in South Africa, highlighting its significance in facilitating entrepreneurial 

success and resilience. 

 

Adaptive Spirit  

Somali entrepreneurs have shown a remarkable ability to adapt to new environments and markets. They are 

quick to identify opportunities and adjust their business models to meet local demands and this resourcefulness 

allows them to thrive even in challenging circumstances. This study’s participating entrepreneurs’ adaptability 

and resourcefulness offer valuable insights for others aiming to succeed in dynamic and competitive markets. 

Their ability to understand local dynamics, respond to trends, make efficient use of resources, diversify income 

streams, network effectively, and adapt to challenges, showcase a blueprint for business success. By 

incorporating these lessons, other entrepreneurs can enhance their chances of thriving, regardless of the 

challenges they encounter.  

The entrepreneurial landscape varies, as do consumer preferences. Additionally, the world is 

continually evolving, necessitating a business approach that considers market complexities. Success in 

such an environment hinges on a business's ability to respond swiftly and effectively to changing 

circumstances and market dynamics. To me, entrepreneurs must remain vigilant to emerging market 
issues, identify new opportunities, pivot their business strategies when required, and confront 

challenges with resilience and innovation. One of the traits that propel my entrepreneurial journey is 
my proficiency in adapting products, services, and operations to align with evolving customer needs 

and market trends. This adaptability not only sustains competitiveness but also enables me to seize fresh 

opportunities, ensuring long-term growth in the ever-evolving business landscape” (Female, 52 years 

old, boutique manager). 

 
Like the current findings, other studies have cast a spotlight on the remarkable achievements and 

contributions of Somali entrepreneurs within the complex socio-economic context of South Africa. Ali and De 

La Rey delve into the dynamic strategies adopted by Somali entrepreneurs, highlighting their adaptability in 

 
31 Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship...” 
32 Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship...” 
33 Osman and Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
34 Osman and Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
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navigating diverse markets.35 This adaptability, often fuelled by the need to overcome linguistic and regulatory 

barriers, enables them to identify and seize opportunities swiftly.36 These findings also resonate with Abdi and 

Smith, who emphasize cultural identity as a strategic advantage.37 By drawing upon their cultural roots, Somali 

entrepreneurs effectively connect with both local and diaspora customers, giving them unique market 

positioning. The intersection of cultural identity and entrepreneurial drive emerges as a key theme, signifying 

their role in shaping business practices. 

 

Resilience  

Somali entrepreneurs demonstrate a profound sense of resilience, deeply ingrained in their entrepreneurial 

journey. This resilience is particularly evident in their ability to withstand and overcome adversity, especially 

during xenophobic attacks, lootings and destruction of their businesses. Like many other foreign groups in South 

Africa, Somali entrepreneurs have faced significant challenges, including xenophobia and violence against 

foreign-owned businesses in South Africa; despite these obstacles, they have displayed remarkable resilience, 

bouncing back from setbacks, and finding innovative ways to rebuild their businesses. This ability to persevere 

in the face of adversity is a testament to their determination and resourcefulness in business. 

“The business I currently manage serves as my sole resource for sustainability, demanding my 

undivided time, energy, and attention. Throughout its journey, there have been both ups and downs, 
exemplified by a series of xenophobic attacks on foreign-owned stores, including my grocery and 

jewellery stores, however, I have strived relentlessly to persevere in the face of adversity. On certain 

occasions, I found myself starting the business from scratch after it had been looted to the ground. The 
thought of giving up simply does not resonate with me. Thanks to my ethnic people who would not give 

up supporting me. To mitigate potential future losses, I have diversified my business operations. In 
addition to selling jewellery and groceries, I have ventured into cultivating crops on my plot of land, 

with the intention of selling these products to retailers. This diversification strategy provides a degree 
of protection during xenophobic attacks, as the agricultural aspect of my business remains relatively 

unaffected” (Male, 61 years old, multi-sectored entrepreneur).  

 
Resilience emerged as a critical dimension in the discourse surrounding Somali entrepreneurs, as also 

evidenced in Osman and Ngepah.38 These scholars shed light on the remarkable entrepreneurial resilience 

displayed by Somali entrepreneurs in South Africa, even in the face of xenophobic incidents and economic 

uncertainties. Osman and Ngepah highlight how this resilience, often nurtured by the support networks within 

the Somali community, mirrors the community-oriented ethos that prevails within the Somali diaspora.39 This 

resilience is not merely a product of individual determination but is deeply intertwined with the communal 

bonds that exist among Somali entrepreneurs. 

The concept of community support as a catalyst for resilience was identified by Ahmed and Du Plessis, 

who focused on the crucial role of Somali networks in bolstering entrepreneurship.40 According to Ahmed and 

Du Plessis, these networks serve as channels for information sharing, resource mobilization, and collaborative 

problem-solving, ultimately contributing significantly to the success of Somali businesses.41 The resilience of 

Somali entrepreneurs, therefore, is not solely a matter of individual tenacity but is deeply connected to the 

supportive networks and community-oriented mindset that characterize their entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

 

Customer- Centric Orientation 
Somali entrepreneurs highly prioritize understanding their customers' needs and preferences. This customer-

centric approach involves tailoring products and services to suit a target audience, thereby fostering customer 
loyalty and encouraging repeat business. In the study area, one Somali restaurant owner attributes a significant 

portion of her success to this customer-focused orientation, which is evident in her loyal customer base and the 

resulting word-of-mouth referrals. Satisfied customers enthusiastically share their dining experiences with 

friends and family, leading to a consistent influx of new patrons. Similarly, another Somali entrepreneur who 

manages a grocery store actively engages with customers to gather valuable market insights. These 

 
35 A. Ali and A. De La Rey, “The Role of Cultural Capital in Business Resilience: The Case of Somali Traders in South Africa,” South 

African Journal of Business Management, 48, no. 1 (2017): 1–12. 
36 Ali and De La Rey, “The Role of Cultural Capital in Business Resilience: The Case of Somali Traders in South Africa.” 
37 Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship...” 
38 Osman and Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
39 Osman and Ngepah, “Entrepreneurship as Survival: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
40 Ahmed and Du Plessis, “Role of Social Networks in the Business Success of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
41 Ahmed and Du Plessis, “Role of Social Networks in the Business Success of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
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conversations enable him to stay attuned to changing preferences and emerging trends, allowing him to adjust 

his inventory accordingly and maintain competitiveness in the market. 

“One of my core strengths as an entrepreneur lies in my capacity to move beyond mere transactions 

when interacting with customers. I firmly believe that informal engagements with customers offer 

invaluable insights that inform critical business decisions. My approach centers on prioritizing the 
delivery of exceptional customer experiences, with the goal of not just achieving satisfaction but 

creating genuine delight. I recognize that content customers possess the potential to transform into 
influential brand advocates, expanding my business's reach through positive word-of-mouth referrals. 

By nurturing these personal connections and ensuring that each customer interaction surpasses 

expectations, my aim is to not only cultivate a loyal customer base but also enhance my brand's 
reputation and market presence” (Female, 21 years old, restaurant manager). 

 

Empirical evidence substantiates the assertion that Somali entrepreneurs in South Africa prioritize 

understanding their customers' needs and preferences, through employing a customer-centric business approach 

to foster success. The customer-centric business orientation is rooted in their cultural identity of assisting one 

another. This is in line with Abdi and Smith who identified cultural identity as playing a significant role in 

shaping the business strategies of Somali entrepreneurs.42 They emphasize the urgency of recognizing the 

preferences and expectations of their customer base, often rooted in their cultural backgrounds. Somali 

entrepreneurs' ability to tailor their products and services to align with customer preferences, not only builds 

strong customer loyalty but also creates repeat business.43 This customer-centric focus, therefore, not only 

enhances their competitive advantage but also demonstrates the value of cultural sensitivity in entrepreneurship. 

The relevance of understanding customer needs and preferences aligns with broader business literature that 

dwells on customer-centricity in achieving long-term success. Research by Kotler and Armstrong in the field of 

marketing, stresses the pivotal role of customer satisfaction and loyalty in sustaining business growth.44 Somali 

entrepreneurs' commitment to providing products and services that resonate with their target audience underpins 

this foundational marketing principle.45 By prioritizing customer satisfaction through a deep understanding of 

their clientele, Somali entrepreneurs exemplify a strategic approach that transcends cultural boundaries and 

resonates with the broader business community, thereby, showing the universality of customer-centricity in 

business success.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings, it is recommended that there is a need to enhance the competitiveness of South African 

SMEs by paying attention to some of the traits identified such as engaging in collaborative ventures, use of 

informal networks and adopting a customer-centeredness in running their businesses among others. This may 

be done through targeted capacity development for SMEs and on-the-job training programmes to improve 

business viability and competitiveness. Additionally, it is recommended that a further study be carried out 

covering a more comprehensive range of contexts with a view to provide a more holistic knowledge of 

entrepreneurship throughout the country.    

 

CONCLUSION 

The study, through a rigorous qualitative analysis revealed six key themes or traits that emerged offering 

invaluable knowledge for entrepreneurs in South Africa to fortify their entrepreneurial pursuits. These are - 
collaborative ventures, informal networks, a sense of community, adaptive spirit, resilience and customer-

centric orientation. The Somali entrepreneurs prominently exhibit a strong sense of belonging to a community, 
a character that enables - collaboration to mobilize meager resources to collectively make bulk purchases of 

supplies; joint product showcasing and cooperative marketing efforts to attract a broader audience. Additionally,  

the collaborative practice helps the operators to form partnerships that help to collectively enhance 

competitiveness against external ventures, and access critical apprenticeships and mentorships to bolster 

business efficacy. The maintenance of a vibrant informal network within the Somali communities and beyond 

facilitates discussions about emerging trends and strategies, thereby assisting entrepreneurs in remaining 

 
42 Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and Entrepreneurship...” 
43 M. Warsame and Y. Jordaan, “Customer Orientation of Somali Immigrant Entrepreneurs in South Africa,” African Journal of 

Business and Economic Research 11, no. 2 (2016): 115-132.; Abdi and Smith, “ The Role of Ethnicity and Culture in Business and 

Entrepreneurship: The Case of Somali Entrepreneurs in South Africa.” 
44 P. Kotler and G.M. Armstrong, “Marketing Mix: Selected Chapters ,” in Principles of Marketing, ed. Philip Kotler and Gary 

Armstrong (Pearson., 2018). 
45 Kotler and Armstrong, “Marketing Mix: Selected Chapters ”; A. Yusuf and T. Dube, “Niche Marketing Strategies of Somali 

Immigrant Entrepreneurs in South Africa,” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 17, no. 1 (2019): 62–81. 
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competitive. Through informal networks, entrepreneurs rapidly build customer bases via referrals, mobilize 

resources from individuals or groups, and obtain essential emotional support in times of adversity. Additional 

noteworthy traits encompass an adaptive spirit, resilience, and centrality of the customer in their business. These 

enable the entrepreneurs to understand the local dynamics, identify opportunities, and adjust business models 

to meet the local demand. Resilience also helps them to bounce back after major adverse social and economic 

encounters and uncertainties.  

This study significantly contributes to the comprehension of the success mechanisms employed by 

Somali entrepreneurs within the South African context. The implications of these findings extend to policy 

recommendations aimed at enhancing the competitiveness of local SMEs. By gleaning insights from the 

experiences of successful Somali entrepreneurs, this research sought to cultivate a more inclusive and robust 

entrepreneurial ecosystem in South Africa, ultimately fostering heightened economic growth and development.  

While these results hold promise for empowering local entrepreneurs in South Africa, there are certain 

limitations that exist within the current research that necessitate further exploration of the topic. Firstly, this 

study focuses on a specific geographical location, potentially limiting its ability to capture the full spectrum of 

experiences across the country. Future research endeavours should aim for more comprehensive coverage, 

encompassing a wider range of regions and urban contexts, in order to provide a more holistic understanding of 

Somali entrepreneurship throughout South Africa. 
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