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PARTNERS
The SA SME Fund is a private sector led initiative born out of the ‘CEO Initiative’, a partnership between the SA 
Government and CEOs to stimulate the economy and create jobs. The shareholders of the fund are 50 of South 
Africa’s largest corporates and the Public Investment Corporation. The fund has R1.2 billion of investable capital, 
which it invests via partnerships with fund managers. The primary focus areas are venture capital and growth 
capital.

www.sasmefund.co.za

Newtown Partners is the family office of successful startup entrepreneurs, Llew Claasen and Vinny Lingham. It 
invests across a range of alternative and traditional asset classes, especially early-stage venture capital to back 
startups utilising emerging technologies and disruptive business models. 

www.newtownpartners.com

The Cape Innovation & Technology Initiative (CiTi) is a Non Profit Company with a mission to build a future-proof, 
inclusive society through technology and innovation.

www.citi.org.za

Quona Capital is a venture firm focused on fintech that can expand access for underserved customers and small 
businesses in emerging markets including Africa and the Middle East (MENA), Latin America, and South and 
Southeast Asia. 

www.quona.com
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Nedbank CIB is the Corporate and Investment banking division of the Nedbank Group, one of the four largest 
banking groups in South Africa.

www.nedbankgroup.co.za

https://sasmefund.co.za/
https://www.newtownpartners.com/
https://www.citi.org.za/
https://quona.com/
https://www.nedbank.co.za/content/nedbank/desktop/gt/en/aboutus.html


Tech-driven innovation has changed the world and the way we live in it. Innovation tends 
to take different forms in different contexts – while in developed countries it tends to be 
focused on enhancing efficiency and productivity (moving from traditional taxis to Uber; 
stopping the rental of physical movies in favour of streaming etc), innovation in develop-
ing countries typically solves for the problems faced by the poor (accessing low cost and 
high quality healthcare and education; economic inclusion by providing the unbanked with 
access to finance etc). 

In this context, the dramatic growth in the volume of venture capital deals done in South 
Africa over the past few years is very welcome. As is shown in the funding section of this 
report, the value of investments in VC grew from a little over US$50 million in 2015 to close 
to US$350 million in 2021. The number of deals concluded also grew substantially in this 
period, from a total of 45 in 2015 to 89 in 2021.
 
While this increased activity has helped mature the VC ecosystem in South Africa, many 
gaps and challenges persist.
 
• The need for quality acceleration of high potential startups: There are a plethora of 

incubators in South Africa, both in the private and public sector, yet few offer the kind 
of value-add that startups need to place them on a path to growth. One accelerator 
that does provide skilled guidance and support to startups is Grindstone, a structured 
entrepreneurship development programme that assists high-growth, innovation-driv-
en companies to get the fundamental building blocks in place to scale quickly and 
become sustainable and fundable. Grindstone is also paired with a venture capital 
fund, Grindstone Ventures, which focuses on investing in high growth ventures coming 
out of their accelerator programme. 

FOREWORD
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• Seed funding: Much more capital is needed for seed funding for very early-stage 
start-ups. This will allow more throughput of startups into the funnel at the top of the 
VC market, to build a sustainable pipeline of investible deals by more mature VCs. 
Digital African Ventures (DAV) is one such seed investor in South Africa, which focuses 
on bridging the funding gap in early stage technology ventures.

• Appropriate regulatory frameworks: Simplifying regulations affecting startups and 
removing bureaucratic constraints to their growth is desperately needed if this sector 
is to flourish. A set of regulation that supports and incentivises early stage businesses 
can go a long way in bridging this gap. A South African “Startup Act” is one potential 
solution to achieving this outcome.

• Better development of IP into commercialised entities: Despite over ZAR10 billion a 
year being spent on R&D in highly regarded South African universities and Science 
Councils, there are few sources of capital focused on taking these technologies to 
market, unlike in most other industrialised countries. To begin to address this gap, the 
University Technology Fund (UTF) was launched in 2019 (as the first fund of its kind 
on the continent) to invest in high potential companies emanating from South African  
universities.  

Ultimately what is most needed is more capital to be channelled towards VC in South Af-
rica. Yet South African institutional investors have steered clear of investing in this asset 
class, because of a misconception that the risks in VC are too high, and that investing in VC 
requires a trade-off between impact and financial performance. The data does not sup-
port this. In fact, investors in VC can make money and make a difference. This is certainly 
the case in mature VC countries, where the asset class is considered an essential part of a 
diversified portfolio for institutions as varied as pension funds and university endowment 
funds. 



Ketso Gordhan
 
CEO, SA SME Fund
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A change in the mindset of capital owners and allocators towards considering VC as a 
viable asset class could fundamentally change the VC market. For example, a mere 0.1 per 
cent allocation of pension fund assets would result in over ZAR4 billion being available 
for investing in VC, more than triple the total investment in VC last year. Such a shift, while 
largely immaterial to pension funds individually, would dramatically change the VC land-
scape in South Africa. 

To address the lack of capital in the sector and contribute to the development of the eco-
system, the SA SME Fund is raising a new fund of funds to invest in the VC industry with 
key features designed to mitigate many of the risks associated with investment into VC. 
The new fund will:

• Provide capital of ZAR85 million of first loss capital to provide downside protection 
to other investors;

• Work on a “no-fee” basis, subsidised by the current fund, thereby avoiding the usual 
“fees on fees” leakage inherent in funds of funds;

• Offer investors portfolio diversification across sectors, investment stages and fund 
manager experience;

We anticipate that attracting more capital into VC through the new fund will play a cata-
lytic role in invigorating the South African venture capital industry. 

The SA SME Fund welcomes this new analysis on the state of VC in SA. We hope it creates 
an environment for more discussion and ultimately leads to a stronger, more cohesive VC 
industry with sufficient depth and breadth to find innovative solutions to our country’s 
challenges.

Let’s challenge ourselves to see if we can 10X VC in South Africa over the next 5 years.



South Africa is a country of entrepreneurs. It’s the reason why the country currently has 
one of the largest startup ecosystems on the African continent. This is a source of both 
massive potential for South Africa’s sustainable economic growth, as well as significant 
frustration for all those who recognise that still far too much of this potential remains 
untapped. 

The ability of a robust and growing startup ecosystem to drive economic development is 
well documented and unanimously accepted. Startups are more agile than their older and 
larger compatriots, which means they are free of the corporate bureaucracy that so often 
limits the effectiveness and agility of these large organisations. As a result, startups are in 
a position to move faster, develop solutions and take them to market quicker.

In the South African context, the majority of startups are owned by young entrepreneurs 
who are well positioned to apply their innovative mindsets to an array of problems. Which 
means they not only have a keen understanding of what Africa’s predominantly youthful 
population wants, giving them access to existing markets and, even, enabling them to 
create new ones. 

Possibly most importantly, startups breathe life into the all-important small business 
sector, which is responsible for creating and maintaining the lion’s share of employment 
opportunities. 
 
For all these reasons, and many more, Nedbank Corporate and Investment Bank (CIB) is 
committed to supporting and growing South Africa’s startup ecosystem. It’s why we spon-
sored this research publication; and it’s also why we have diversified teams of talented 
and experienced professionals dedicated to matching South Africa’s startups and SMEs 
with forward thinking investors and partners who recognise the opportunities these inno-
vative and often-disruptive businesses offer, not just for significant investment returns, 
but also to deliver real transformational change for the country. 
 
Nedbank CIB considers it a privilege to have the opportunity to help drive this transfor-
mation by creating bespoke funding structures and channelling the vital finance selected 
startups need to help them unlock their potential and achieve their goals. Johann Van Zyl 

 
Alternative Investments and Venture Capital: Nedbank 
Corporate and Investment Bank
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Whilst we are perhaps best known as a growth enabler for large businesses and corpo-
rates, we also hold, and offer for investment, a significant portfolio of early-stage scalable 
disruptive technology companies in diverse sectors. In fact, our Alternative Equity Invest-
ments division primarily invests in early-stage businesses and high-potential startups, and 
we also work closely with other like-minded investors participating in the growth of this 
dynamic economic sector. 

We are honoured to have partnered with Disrupt Africa to sponsor the production of 
this very important study, and we are confident that it will serve to raise awareness of 
the massive potential inherent in South Africa’s many thriving startups and early stage 
businesses.



INTRODUCTION

Co-founders of Disrupt Africa

Gabriella Mulligan Tom Jackson

To our friends across Africa’s tech startup and investment ecosystem:

The Disrupt Africa team is delighted to present to you our 17th research publication, and 
our second geographically-focused report, with the South African tech startup ecosystem 
the subject.

Well-established as a tech powerhouse on the continent, part of a “big four” that also 
includes Egypt, Kenya and Nigeria, South Africa is a hotbed of innovation activity and a 
major player when it comes to funding and M&A activity. In Cape Town and Johannesburg, 
it boasts two of the continent’s major startup hubs, though activity is prevalent across the 
country.

The South African Startup Ecosystem Report 2022 report tracks the growth and devel-
opment of South Africa’s tech startup ecosystem since 2015. We meet the startups, learn 
about their founders, find out what verticals they are active in, where they were incubated 
or accelerated, and who funded them. And we dig deeper into the broader ecosystem, tak-
ing a look at funding sources, hubs, incubators and accelerators, and detailing what support 
is available to startups from government, corporates and universities.

As with all of our recent reports, we have open-sourced the report and the accompanying 
list of South African tech ventures. Making the publication free to all, from the smallest 
startup to the biggest multinational, is a great source of pride for us at Disrupt Africa, as 
we aim to democratise access to data so that the people that could arguably benefit from 
it most - startup founders - are able to do so.

We could not do this without the support of our partners, however, and we had some key 
supporters that ensured this publication could be read and utilised by as many people as 
possible. They are the SA SME Fund, a partnership between the South African government 
and CEOs to stimulate the economy and create jobs by investing in funds that support and
develop entrepreneurs, and Nedbank CIB, the corporate and investment banking division 
of leading African bank Nedbank.

We would also like to thank Newtown Partners, the family office of successful startup 
entrepreneurs Llew Claasen and Vinny Lingham; the Cape Innovation and Technology Ini-
tiative (CiTi), a non-profit company with a mission to build a future-proof, inclusive society 
through technology and innovation; and Quona Capital, a venture firm focused on fintech 
that can expand access for underserved customers and small businesses in emerging 
markets.

We very much hope you find the information contained here valuable. As with all of Disrupt 
Africa’s industry reports, we greatly value your feedback as we strive to ensure our publica-
tions offer as much value as possible to your business and the development of the African 
tech ecosystem. Please let us know what more we can do.

Thanks for reading,
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METHODOLOGY
The South African Startup Ecosystem Report 2022 is primarily based on data extracted 
from a list of 490 South African tech startups collated by the Disrupt Africa team. This list 
was built over a number of years from Disrupt Africa’s own reporting on the African tech 
space, as well as additional research and information provided by third parties. 

A note on the definition of a startup. In deciding what “startups” to include and exclude 
from this study, Disrupt Africa has followed its usual editorial process, working on a case-
by-case basis to decide whether a company qualifies as a startup. The definition of startup 
is more subjective than objective in any region; especially so in Africa where the scene is 
so nascent and there are no established qualifications in terms of revenues and employee 
numbers.

Startups are young businesses where success is not guaranteed, where people choosing 
to work for the company are forgoing stability in exchange for innovation and the promise 
of tremendous growth. This ability to grow is key, what differentiates startups from small 
businesses is the potential - and desire - to scale regardless of geography.

More specifically, the majority of companies featured in this report are still in the process 
of scaling up, their potential profitability is still growing - regardless of whether profitabili-
ty has to date been achieved -, and they may still seek external funding. Companies that are 
a spin-off or built by a corporate or other large entity are not included.

The definition of “South African startup” is also subjective. In the clearest scenario, an 
South African startup would be headquartered in South Africa, founded by a South African, 
and have South Africa as its primary market. This, however, is not always the case. Some 
South Africa-based, South Africa-focused startups are founded by non-South Africans. 
Many South Africa-focused, South African-founded startups are, for regulatory and finan-
cial reasons, headquartered elsewhere. Some South African-founded, South Africa-based 
startups target customers elsewhere in the world.

Once again, Disrupt Africa tackles this issue on a case-by-case basis, and we may not 
always get it right in everybody’s eyes. While many startups included in this report fit the 
criteria clearly, some do not, and in those cases we have applied thinking around the eco-
nomic impact of a company - and where that impact is most felt - to decide whether or not 
that company should be included.

We do not claim to have identified every single South African tech startup in existence in 
2021 - there will be some that have slipped through the net. The data contained in this re-
port is, nonetheless, what we believe to be the most comprehensive information available 
currently on startup activity in the South African tech space.

Launch dates of startups, gender of founders, number of employees and whether or not 
that business has taken part in an accelerator programme have been ascertained via our 
own research and surveys of the companies in question. 

Data on funding and acquisition comes from our separate annual report on funding for Af-
rican tech startups, The African Tech Startups Funding Report, with some extra data added 
by third parties. Only equity and debt funding rounds are included, not grants.

A complete record of funding rounds is kept over the year, as they were disclosed publicly 
or confidentially to the Disrupt Africa team. Using that initial dataset as a base, we then 
poll hundreds of startups, investors, hubs and other ecosystem players to identify rounds 
that we may have missed, or to clarify the amount raised where this was not initially dis-
closed.

Where amounts were publicly disclosed, or startups have informed us they can be dis-
closed, they are declared. Where the figure was given in confidence, the number has been 
included in the aggregate total but not identified in the report. 

Where we were unable to definitively ascertain the amount raised by a particular company, 
we have estimated the lowest possible figure based on the details we have managed to 
obtain. For example, if a startup indicated their funding was a “seven-figure dollar amount”, 
we have estimated that figure as US$1,000,000. We have in general not included funding 
rounds below US$50,000 in value, or rounds referred to as “Friends and Family” invest-
ments.

In a few cases, we have used a combination of the investment parameters of the funder 
in question, previous rounds raised by the startup, and the size of rounds raised by similar 
companies in similar sectors, to come up with a minimum possible figure.

We again do not claim to have identified every funding round going to an South African tech 
startup since 2015, as there will be some that took place quietly. As such, the overall total 
funding raised is likely to be higher than our totals; especially given our very conservative 
estimates of undisclosed rounds. 

This report seeks to ascertain a minimum figure for funding for South African tech startups 
between January 2015 and May 2022 as we continue to track the growth of the ecosystem.
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OVERVIEW

With at least 490 startups active across the country as of May 2022, South 
Africa is clearly ensconced as one of the continent’s “big four” startup 
ecosystems, alongside Egypt, Kenya, and Nigeria.

490
South African tech startups 
tracked for the purposes of 
this publication.

09



Cape Town is often portrayed as the “startup capital” of South Africa, and 
indeed sometimes of the whole continent, but in terms of activity it is less 
dominant than you might have expected. The “Mother City” does indeed 
account for the largest number of startups, with 225 - 45.9 per cent - of the 
ventures tracked by this report active there. However, with 204 active start-
ups, representing 41.6 per cent of the total - Johannesburg can rightfully 
claim to be a leading startup city in its own right. 

Relatively high levels of activity in towns and cities around Cape Town, 
key among them Stellenbosch, mean the Western Cape accounts for more 
than half - 51.2 per cent - of South African startups, while Pretoria, which 
ranks third nationally for active startups, takes the share accounted for by 
Gauteng province to 45.3 per cent. We also tracked activity in nine other 
towns and cities across the country.

South African startups by home city

Cape Town

Johannesburg

Pretoria

Stellenbosch

Durban

Other

225

204

18

16

8

19

3.9%
1.6%
3.3%

3.7%

41.6%

45.9%

OVERVIEW

A tale of 

45.9%
Cape Town

41.6%
Johannesburg
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two cities



OVERVIEW

The South African tech startup ecosystem is probably the most-estab-
lished on the continent, with ventures launching as far back as the 1990s 
and Bandwidth Barn, often pronounced “Africa’s first tech incubator”, 

Launch dates of South African tech startups by year

opening its doors in 2001. That said, the peak year for launches of current-
ly active ventures was in 2016, with startups being founded at a generally 
slower rate each year since 2018.

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

172952595169664435231212

3.5%

5.9%

10.6%
12%

10.4%

14.1%13.5%

9%

7.1%

4.7%

2.4%2.4%

2009

4

0.8%

2008

5

1%
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OVERVIEW

Fintech is a major driver of activity within the South African startup space, with 30 per 
cent of companies active in that space. There are almost three times as many fintech 
startups in South Africa, in fact, than there are in any other individual vertical. E-commerce 
and retail-tech (10.2%), e-health (9%) and ed-tech (8.6%) are also prominent spaces, but 

there is an extremely diverse range of activity, as may be expected from an ecosystem as 
established as this one. Startups have built products and services in areas as diverse as AI, 
recruitment, marketing, agri-tech, logistics, legal-tech, prop-tech, transport and security.

South African tech startups by sector
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OVERVIEW

Only 70 (14.3 per cent) of South African tech startups count a female among their founding 
team, a figure that ranks higher than Egypt (12.5%) in this regard but is still disappointingly 
low for an ecosystem that is in theory more developed than its counterparts on the 
continent. 

South Africa has some notable female success stories in the startup world, such as Arlene 
Mulder, Aisha Pandor and Rapelang Rabana, who are in turn doing their bit to promote 
more gender equality in the space, but with more than 85 per cent of ventures solely 
male-founded, more clearly needs to be done to get more women involved in the country’s 
startup landscape.

A diversity problem? Only 14.3% of 
South African tech startups have at 

least one female founder.
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OVERVIEW

Just over a quarter of the South African ventures tracked here have undergone some form 
of acceleration or incubation at some point in their history, which though fewer than the 
38.6 per cent of Egyptian ventures that have received such support is more in-line with 
such figures elsewhere on the continent. As stated, South Africa is home to “Africa’s oldest 
tech incubator” in the shape of Bandwidth Barn, and today’s crop of early-stage startups do 
not want for acceleration or incubation support, as we shall see later in this report.

25.7% of South African 
startups are accelerated.
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OVERVIEW

South African tech startups are a reasonably-sized contributor to employment in the 
country, with over 11,000 individuals employed by the 490 startups tracked by this report. 
In a country where unemployment is so rife, however, there is still room for improvement, 
with the average number of employees per startup standing at 23, the same as in Egypt. 
Unsurprisingly, the fintech sector is the largest employer, with 4,387 jobs, accounting for 
almost 40 per cent of the total. Ed-tech (1,382 employees; 12.2%) and e-commerce and 
retail-tech (715 employees; 6.3%) come second and third respectively, with the top three 
sectors making up more than half of South Africa’s startup jobs.

15

Top 10 South African 
startup employers

Valenture Institute
Yoco
Clickatell
Yoyo
Prodigy Finanace
AllLife

486
484
335
300
229
206

SweepSouth 205
Mama Money
iKhokha

202
199

Entersekt 192

2022

South African startups by 
number of employees

71
195
171
45
8
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2-10
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14.5
40
34.9
9.2
1.6

%

11,349 individuals are employed by 
South African tech startups.
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OVERVIEW

Since 2015, a total of 357 individual South African tech startups have raised a combined 
US$993,684,600 in funding, placing the country squarely within the continent’s “big four” 
startup ecosystems. The number of startups raising money each year almost doubled to 89 
in 2021 from 45 in 2015, while the total amount raised jumped by over 500 per cent to over 
US$330 million in 2021 from just over US$50 million in 2015. 

Funding, both in terms of the number of startups backed and the total tally secured, has 
generally increased year-on-year, most especially in the last three years, and 2022 is 
already in course to be a record year for South Africa in both metrics. 

And though the other members of the “big four”, namely Egypt, Kenya and Nigeria, often 
surpass it for funded ventures or total funding, South African startups are by far the most 
successful when it comes to successful exits. The 35 exits the ecosystem has seen since 
2015 is 59 per cent more than nearest rival Egypt in this regard.
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Since 2015, a total of 357 individual 
South African tech startups have raised 
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SECTORS

Fintech dominates the South African startup ecosystem, accounting for 30 per cent of 
activity with 147 ventures.  This number is almost three times larger than the next closest 
contender, e-commerce, so the preference for fintech is pronounced.  This is not unusual, as 
fintech tends to draw the most attention in the majority of Africa’s startup communities.

Within the fintech space, activity is spread across a broad range of areas, with the pay-
ments and remittances category unsurprisingly the most populated with 40 startups - 27.2 
per cent of fintech ventures.

Lending and financing also makes a strong contribution, with 25 startups accounting for 
17 per cent of fintech companies; as does the insurtech space, with 24 companies, 16.3 per 
cent.  

This breakdown is largely reflective of the top trends across Africa.  Payments and remit-
tances is the “original” fintech space, and accounts for the oldest and most activity conti-
nent-wide; while the lending and financing space is consistently and increasingly popular 
among startups, given the opportunity presented by the fact that African consumers 
struggle to access traditional credit-based services.  

However, the insurtech space is the domain of more mature startup markets, and South Af-
rica is the continent’s leader in this space, accounting for approximately half of all insurtech 
activity.

Fintech
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South African fintech startups by sub-sector

Payments & remittances27.2
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SECTORS
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Beyond this top three, investtech plays an increasing role, with 15 startups - 10.2 per cent; 
as does business admin - 13 ventures, 8.8 per cent.  Ten blockchain startups were tracked 
(6.8%); eight personal finance ventures (5.4%); and seven active in security & ID (4.8%). 
There are two open banking startups, one financial education company, and two “other” 
ventures. 

South Africa’s traditional “business capital” Johannesburg is home to the biggest number 
of fintech startups - 74 - accounting for 50.3 per cent of the sector; with Cape Town some 
way behind with 61 companies (41.5%).  Startups were also found in Stellenbosch, Durban, 
Pretoria, Paarl, Somerset West, and Bloemfontein.

The fintech sector is definitely past its peak in South Africa in terms of new launches, with 
only three currently active ventures launched in 2021, versus the prime years of 2015, 2016 
and 2017 when 46.3 per cent of the country’s fintechs launched.

Conversely, the fintech space is the biggest employer of South Africa’s startup ecosystem, 
offering 4,387 jobs - more than the next six sectors combined. The average employment 
statistic of 30 jobs per fintech startup is more than the national average of 23.  Seven of 
the biggest 10 employers in the South African startup ecosystem are fintech companies 
- Yoco (484), Yoyo (300), Prodigy Finance (229), AllLife (206), Mama Money (202), iKhokha 
(199), Entersekt (192).

Thirty-two (32) per cent of fintech startups have been accelerated at some point, which 
is above the general average; but the sector does not perform well in terms of gender 
diversity, with only 15 startups boasting female founders - 10.2 per cent, which is below the 
national average.

Seven of the biggest 10 employers in the 
South African startup ecosystem are 
fintech companies

Yoco

Yoyo

Prodigy Finance

AllLife

Mama Money

iKhokha

Entersekt

484

300
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SECTORS

The e-commerce and retail-tech sector is the next best populated, albeit substantially 
behind the fintech space, with 50 startups making up 10.2 per cent of South Africa’s ecosys-
tem.  The majority of these are niche online stores - there are 32 of these - accounting for 
64 per cent of the sector.  Retail-tech contributes 11 companies, 22 per cent of the sector; 
and there are a further seven multi-product online shops (14%).

In this space Cape Town is the main hub, with 48 per cent of the sector based in the Mother 
City (24 companies).  Thirteen (13) startups are located in Johannesburg (30%).  A small 
number of startups operate in Pretoria, Stellenbosch, Somerset West, Bloemfontein, 
Durban, Paarl, Pietermaritzburg, and Port Elizabeth. 

E-commerce & retail-tech

21

2020
2021

2019Other

Cape Town
Johannesburg

24% of e-commerce startups 
have a female founder - higher than 
the national average

48%

30%
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SECTORS
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There is no trend in terms of launch dates in South Africa’s e-commerce market, with new 
ventures popping up each year, and the sector generally ticking away year-by-year.  Of 
note, the sector is characterised by particularly high churn rates, with startups closing at a 
pace.  Only 25 per cent of startups in this space have been accelerated, close to the national 
average.

E-commerce and retail-tech does compare favourably when it comes to gender diversity, 
with 12 female-founded startups - 24 per cent -, which is well above average.  The sector 
also ranks third in employment terms, accounting for 715 jobs.  The biggest five employers 
in the sector are Skynamo (97), Carter (71), UCOOK (68), Faithful to Nature (56), and Vectra 
(41); while the space has an otherwise quite low average of 14 employees per company.

https://www.newtownpartners.com/


SECTORS

South Africa’s e-health sector ranks as third most popular, with 44 companies (9%) work-
ing in this space.  Continent-wide the e-health space has been boosted over the past few 
years given the pandemic-produced shift towards contact-free solutions, with consumers 
and medical institutions suddenly channeled towards virtual services.

Diagnostics forms the dominant part of South Africa’s e-health space, with 17 startups 
accounting for 38.6 per cent of the sector’s total.  Health information and virtual healthcare 
made up a further 15.9 per cent of the sector (seven companies); while bookings and prac-
tice management have four ventures each (9% each).

Cape Town is home to half the country’s e-health startups - 22; while 36.4 per cent are 
based in Johannesburg - 16.  There is one startup located in each of Durban, Louis Trichardt, 
Paarl, Pretoria, Somerset West, and Stellenbosch.

There has been no defined peak year for e-health startup launches, with approximately five 
or six of the tracked companies having launched each year since 2013.  There are one or two 
companies that have been active since 2010-2011.

Six e-health startups have a female-founder (13.6%), which is below the national average.

Six of the companies have been accelerated (13.6%), and together the space employs 604 
people, placing fifth in terms of job-creation.  The 14 startups employed per company is 
below the average; and the sector’s biggest employers are LifeQ (97), hearX Group (78), 
Sancreed (64), PharmaScout (36), and 3x4 Genetics (31).

E-health
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SECTORS

There are 42 ed-tech startups active in South Africa, making up 8.6 per cent of the ecosys-
tem.  The majority of these (66.7%) are online course providers; four are learning manage-
ment systems, and the rest are miscellaneous “other” solutions.

Cape Town is the biggest hub of ed-tech ventures, with 22 companies operating there 
(52.4%).  Johannesburg has a further 16 companies (38.1%).  There are two ventures active 
in Pretoria, and one apiece in Durban and Somerset West.

The ed-tech space is relatively well established, in the sense that many of the companies 
operating in the space launched multiple years ago - 45.2 per cent of ventures launched 
between 2015 and 2017; and a further 23.8 per cent pre-date this.  

Eleven (11) of the companies have at least one female founder (26.2%) which is above South 
Africa’s average.  Meanwhile accelerators are less popular in this space, with only 19 per 
cent of startups having participated in one.

A key statistic of the ed-tech space relates to employment - the space provides 1,382 jobs 
(12.2 per cent of work created by startups) - a figure second only to fintech, which obviously 
has a much higher number of companies.  This breaks down to an average of 32.9 jobs per 
startup - the biggest average of all major sectors.

45.2% of ventures launched 
between 2015 and 2017

Ed-tech
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SECTORS

South Africa was an early market for AI/IoT entrepreneurs with startups popping up early 
in the 2000s, and continues to be a continental leader in this space with 25 startups cur-
rently active.  This accounts for 5.1 per cent of the local ecosystem.

Companies are relatively evenly split between Johannesburg and Cape Town, with 10 in the 
former and eight in the latter (40 and 32 per cent respectively).  There are three in Pretoria, 
two in Stellenbosch, and one each in Pietermaritzburg and Somerset West.

The AI/IoT space performs particularly poorly in gender diversity terms, with only two 
startups boasting female founders.

There is an above average rate of participation in accelerators in this sector, at 36 per cent.  
Job creation stands at 542 jobs; working out at an average of 22 jobs per startup which is 
about the general average.  The biggest employers in this space are Zindi (66), Stone Three 
(62), and Enlabeler (53).

AI/IoT
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SECTORS

The recruitment and HR segment is populated by 23 startups (4.7 per cent of South Africa’s 
total).  These are split evenly between Johannesburg and Cape Town, housing 11 and 10 
startups respectively.  A further two are based in Stellenbosch, swaying the majority 
towards the Western Cape.

The sector is host to some well-known, established South African ventures that produce 
regular successes - such as OfferZen, and Wyzetalk - as such, it is fair to say that recruit-
ment and HR plays a consistent and substantial role in the country’s ecosystem, despite 
not being the most populated of sectors.

With five female-founded startups listed - 21.7 per cent -, this sector performs compara-
tively well for diversity.

Acceleration is not popular, with only 17.4 per cent of ventures having participated in a 
programme.

Despite focusing on virtual solutions for recruitment and HR, this space actually ranks 
fourth for job creation, providing 632 jobs.  This averages 27 per startup, which is above the 
ecosystem average. The largest employers in the sector are OfferZen (161), Wyzetalk (92), 
and Howler (91).

Recruitment & HR
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SECTORS

There are 17 ventures active in South Africa’s marketing space, accounting for 3.5 per cent 
of the country’s startups.  These are based half-and-half in Cape Town and Johannesburg 
(eight each), alongside one in Stellenbosch.

Four startups have at least one female founder, which at 23.5 per cent of startups is a rela-
tively good proportion.  Five startups (29.4%) have been accelerated.

The marketing segment is responsible for 506 jobs, producing an higher-than-average 
figure of 30 per startup.  However, in reality, one startup, Clickatell, accounts for more than 
half the jobs in the marketing category (335).

Notable about South Africa’s marketing space is that it is populated by a high number of 
older, more established companies.  Numerous of the successful startups operating today 
came into existence as early as 2010; while the above mentioned biggest employer, Clicka-
tell, was founded in 2000.  With the exception of one startup founded in 2020, none of the 
marketing startups active in South Africa today were launched in the past three years - an 
unusual trait within the startup ecosystem.

Marketing
DID 
YOU 
KNOW
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SECTORS

The agri-tech space is populated by 14 ventures, making up 2.9 per cent of South Africa’s 
startups.  Six of these are based in Cape Town (42.9%); four in Johannesburg (28.6%), with 
one startup apiece in Durban, Pietermaritzburg, Pretoria, and Stellenbosch.

Only two startups have a female founder, although this produces a sector-wide representa-
tion of 14.3 per cent.  Six companies have taken part in an accelerator (42.9%).

The agri-tech space has created 181 startup jobs, 13 per startup; with veteran Aerobotics - 
the oldest agri-tech startup currently in operation - also the biggest employer with 87 jobs 
offered.

Solutions on offer are varied, ranging from on-demand satellite and drone data, to crowd-
farming platforms.  While agri-tech has a singularly important role on the African continent 
given food and water shortages and the climate crisis, and as such attracts much attention 
in many regions, South Africa has generally speaking been less keen on the sector, remain-
ing a largely missed opportunity for now.

Agri-tech
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SECTORS

There are 11 startups active in the entertainment sector (2.2 per cent of all ventures), pre-
dominantly based in Cape Town, which is home to 72.7 per cent of companies (eight).  Two 
are based in Johannesburg, and one in Durban.

More than half of South Africa’s entertainment startups focus wholly or predominantly on 
gaming, with the rest of the space covering everything from podcasting to sports content.

Three startups have a female founder, producing a ratio of 27.2 per cent - higher than many 
other sectors.

Three startups have been accelerated (27.2 per cent), average when compared to other 
sectors.  The space has created 171 jobs - an average of 16 per company - with Carry1st the 
biggest employer with 56 jobs created.

Entertainment
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SECTORS

The logistics space is host to 11 startups (2.2%), split fairly evenly between Johannesburg 
(five) and Cape Town (four).  Pretoria is home to one, as is Stellenbosch.  

There are no female founders in the logistics space; and only one company has taken part in 
an accelerator programme.

The sector accounts for 488 jobs created - which comes to a high per company average 
of 44; however this is explained by the contributions of three high-employing companies - 
Orderin (144), Pargo (82), and Zulzi (81).

Logistics
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SECTORS

Legal-tech is not a sector necessarily measured continent-wide, but in South Africa it is 
an emerging category in its own right, with 11 startups active in this space (2.2%).  They are 
split quite fairly between Johannesburg (five startups, 45.5%) and Cape Town (four start-
ups, 36.4%).  There is one startup in Bloemfontein and Pretoria.

Two of the startups have female founders (18.2 per cent).  This area has a higher than usual 
level of acceleration, given the part-focus of the Netherlands-based Hague Institute for In-
novation of Law (HiiL) accelerator programme on the Southern Africa region.  Six startups, 
54.5 per cent of legal-tech ventures, have been through an accelerator.

This sector has created 81 jobs, averaging at seven per company.  Libryo accounts for 50 of 
these.

Legal-tech

32

54.5% of legal-tech ventures 
have been through an accelerator



SECTORS

There are ten startups in the prop-tech sector (2 per cent of the country’s total), which is 
an up-and-coming space in South Africa that is attracting increasing investor attention. 
Almost all the companies active in this space have launched in the years since 2018.

Sixty (60) per cent of prop-tech startups are based in Johannesburg; the other 40 per cent 
in Cape Town.

There is only one female-founded venture, and only one accelerated company.  Conversely 
quite a large number of jobs have been created by prop-tech ventures - 212 jobs, 21 per 
startup; with Leadhome the biggest employer at 81 jobs.

Prop-tech
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SECTORS

This data tracks a further 85 South African companies (17.3 per cent of the total) operating 
outside these main sector categories, covering a vast range of industries from transport 
to events, alongside a number of one-off niche services. Together these startups employ a 
further 1,439 people (12.7%). 

Of note, and perhaps meriting a separate section in future editions of this publication: the 
transport space has eight startups; seven travel ventures; six startups apiece in the securi-
ty, energy, on-demand, and drone spaces; auto-tech has four active companies; and three in 
events. 

Other
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Since Disrupt Africa started tracking 
investment data in 2015, at 
least 357 South African 
startups have raised at least 
US$993,684,600 in total funding, a 
figure that is bettered only by Nigeria 
on the African continent and places 
the country firmly among the “big four” 
investment destinations.

FUNDING
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FUNDING

The number of South African startups that secured funding doubled in 2021 compared to 
2015, to 89 from 45. The number of funded ventures had actually declined year-on-year 
between 2016 and 2018, but since 2019 it has been steadily rising. So far in 2022, 23 South 
African startups have been backed, but we can expect a significant increase on that figure 
as the year progresses.
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FUNDING

The South African tech startup ecosystem has witnessed a more prolonged uptick when it 
comes to total investment secured by startups over the course of each year. After de-
clining between 2015 and 2016, total funding has grown each year since, and at faster and 
faster rates.
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FUNDING

Fintech is the undisputed leader from a sector perspective when it comes to South African 
startup funding, having been the most popular vertical for tech investment every year since 
2015 apart from 2020. Beyond that, funding is relatively spread out, with no one sector oth-
er than e-health, or sporadically e-commerce, really gaining any standout traction. Though 
fintech’s share of total funding had been on the decline for a couple of years up to 2020, it 
rebounded in 2021, and remains strong in 2022.
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FUNDING

At least 382 different firms, organisations or individuals have made equity investments 
in South African tech startups since 2015, and given the plethora of angels and investors 
remaining unnamed this figure is in reality much higher. Impressively, and in stark contrast 
to other African countries, more than one-third of those -142 - are based in South Africa, 
speaking to a thriving local investment space that over the years is becoming increasingly 
bolstered by capital from elsewhere, notably the United States (US), Europe, and Asia.

The number of active investors in South Africa has increased dramatically since 2015, when 
Disrupt Africa tracked just 22 entities backing local startups, the vast majority of them 
based in South Africa. That number has increased every year bar one - we saw a 6.5 per cent 
decline in 2018 - to reach a record 165 different investors in 2021. With 87 different inves-
tors active so far in 2022, this year is on course to at least match that figure.

South Africa has a more established local investment scene than elsewhere on the conti-
nent, from angel through to corporate, meaning it is less reliant on foreign capital, which 
does, in any case, seem to be more excited by opportunities in the likes of Nigeria and 
Kenya. While overseas VC firms nonetheless make up the majority of investors in the 
country, the most active individual investors are generally South Africa-based, relatively 
early-stage investment firms, leading South African corporate investors like Naspers and 
Nedbank, and accelerators like Startupbootcamp AfriTech.
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ACQUISITIONS 

South Africa comfortably leads the continent when it comes to acquisitions, a fact that 
is not surprising given the relative maturity of the ecosystem compared to others but 
also not to be belittled considering the relative scarcity of such deals in other established 
markets.

Since 2015, 35 South African tech startups have been acquired, more than any other coun-
try. Egypt comes in second with 22, barely over 60 per cent of the South Africa tally, while 
Nigeria has 15 and Kenya has nine.

Indeed, South Africa accounts for one-third of the acquisitions tracked by Disrupt Africa 
across the entire continent in the last 7.5 years, and generally leads the way each year in 
terms of the number of successful exits. The country was top of the pile in 2019 (6), 2020 
(3) and 2021 (9), and looks set to do so again in 2022, with six such deals so far (as of the end 
of May).
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ACQUISITIONS 

There is only one clear trend from a vertical perspective when it comes to South African 
startup acquisitions - fintech is favoured. Up until 2021, deals seem to have occurred on an 
almost random basis, but last year a clear trend began to take root for the first time.

Four of the nine exits that took place in South Africa in 2021 were in the fintech space, as 
well as half the six tracked by Disrupt Africa so far in 2022. This means almost half - 46.7 
per cent - of South African startup exits in the last 18 months have involved fintech com-
panies, and, given the prevalence of these businesses and the leading position the space 
occupies when it comes to investment, this is a scenario we can foresee remaining the 
same, or even becoming more pronounced, in the years to come.

But what kinds of deals were these, and who is behind them? One reason we can comfort-
ably refer to the deals referenced in this section as simply “acquisitions” is the fact that no 
South African tech companies have yet undertaken an initial public offering (IPO). All deals, 
then, have been some kind of trade sale, but to what degree have they been successful 
exits?

Of the 35 deals included in this report, a grand total of 27 were what Disrupt Africa would 
refer to as genuine, bonafide exits for startup founders and their investors, where a 
successfully scaled, or quickly scaling, startup has been bought out by a larger, corporate 
entity - either local or international - for a significant cash fee. 

Five of the deals involved more “startup-on-startup” activity, with slightly larger startups 
“acquiring” slightly smaller ones in similar spaces in deals that were more tantamount to 
mergers than acquisitions. The remaining three were investor acquisitions or tantamount 
to share swaps.
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STARTUP SUPPORT

Defining what exactly a “hub” or “co-working” space is can be challenging in an era where 
Regus-style flexi-offices are available alongside independently-run, tech entrepreneur-fo-
cused spaces, and sometimes the line between “hub” and “incubator” can also become 
blurred. All of this leads to challenges both in defining and counting the number of such 
spaces in South Africa.

Coworker.com lists 188 co-working spaces across South Africa as of the end of May 2022, 
the majority of them in Cape Town and Johannesburg, but this figure certainly under-
represents the true size of the co-working market. The GSMA lists 80 “hubs” in its 2019 
research, which does not include co-working spaces for the most part. That number has 
certainly increased since then, and the issue with all figures is that they generally fail to 
count multiple hubs and spaces in smaller towns and cities across the country.

From Disrupt Africa’s own research and analysis of others, we conservatively conclude 
there are approximately 340 hubs and co-working spaces across the country, primarily 
focused in Cape Town and Johannesburg, but as with startups themselves also operating 
in other towns and cities. Key among them are Bandwidth Barn, Innovation City, Inner City 
Ideas Cartel and Workshop17 in Cape Town; AlphaCode, JoziHub, mLab, The Innovation Hub, 
and Tshimologong Precinct in Johannesburg; and elsewhere InvoTech (Durban), iHUB (Port 
Elizabeth), Cortex Hub (East London) and LaunchLab (Stellenbosch).

Hubs and co-working 
spaces 340 hubs and 

co-working spaces 
across the country

“
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STARTUP SUPPORT

South Africa has traditionally been a leader in the startup incubation and acceleration 
spaces, with some of the earliest such programmes on the continent operated from the 
country. Programmes run by Bandwidth Barn, Africa’s oldest tech incubator, were ahead of 
their time, while the likes of 88mph and Google Entrepreneurs were early supporters of the 
Cape Town ecosystem.

There was plenty of churn in the space, however, with programmes coming and going, 
though it has settled down over the last few years. Disrupt Africa estimates there to be 
approximately 200 private and public incubator and accelerator programmes available to 
startups in South Africa, again mostly focused on Cape Town and Johannesburg but also 
located nationwide. Many of these programmes are standalone offerings, while a number 
of them are run by physical hubs, such as mLab, LaunchLab and Cortex Hub. South African 
startups have also taken part in renowned international accelerators such as Y Combina-
tor, 500 Startups, Google for Startups and Facebook Accelerator.

Incubators and 
accelerators

Johannesburg

Cape Town

Photo courtesy of Grindstone Accelerator
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STARTUP SUPPORT

Just over a quarter - 126, 25.7 per cent - of the South African ventures tracked here have 
undergone some form of acceleration or incubation at some point in their history, speaking 
to the strength of the local startup support ecosystem in this regard. As might be expect-
ed given its status as the most populated vertical, fintech startups are among the most 
“accelerated” in the country, but generally it is more emergent sectors that have a higher 
proportion of startups receiving support from accelerators or incubators.

Accelerated South African 
ventures by vertical %

Legal-tech 54.5

Agri 42.9

AI/IoT 36

Fintech 32

Entertainment 27.2

E-commerce 25

Ed-tech 19

Recruitment 17.4

E-health 13.6

Prop-tech 10

Logistics 9.1
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STARTUP SUPPORT

Government initiatives 
The South African government is more active than most of its counterparts on the con-
tinent when it comes to assisting local startups, with various mechanisms and initiatives 
having been developed to support entrepreneurs. This support even extends to making 
direct investments in South African tech startups. 

However, it is yet to follow a handful of others in implementing a dedicated Startup Act, 
though moves are finally afoot. A Startup Act Steering Committee has been formed, 
comprising ecosystem stakeholder representatives from various organisations, including 
i4Policy, Silicon Cape, and the Southern African Venture Capital and Private Equity Associ-
ation, which recently released a Startup Act draft position paper. 

The following lists some key startup-focused initiatives currently in place, as well as a 
couple that are now defunct:

• South Africa’s Department of Small Business Development (dsbd.gov.za) overlooks 
the Small Enterprise Development Agency (SEDA) (seda.org.za), which provides 
business support to small and micro enterprises. It also provides funding to various 
business incubators, and offers grants to small businesses to help them acquire new 
technology.

• The same department runs the Black Business Supplier Development Programme, a 
cost-sharing grant offered to black-owned small enterprises to assist them to improve 
their competitiveness and sustainability; the Youth Challenge Fund (YCF), a youth 
startup support programme intended to stimulate the establishment and growth of 
youth-owned businesses; and the Township and Rural Entrepreneurship Programme 
(TREP), a dedicated programme to transform and integrate opportunities in townships 
and rural areas into productive business ventures. It also incorporates the Small En-
terprise Finance Agency (sefa.org.za), which provides assistance to build sustainable 
businesses through repayable loans worth between ZAR500 and ZAR5 million.
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• The same department in 2011 implemented the Jobs Fund (jobsfund.org.za), which aims 
to create jobs by supporting initiatives that generate employment in innovative ways. 
The fund awards grants to organisations through a competitive project application 
process.

• There are various provincial government initiatives that support tech entrepreneur-
ship across South Africa. The Gauteng Provincial Government, for example, launched 
The Innovation Hub in 2001 with the aim of fostering socio-economic development and 
competitiveness in the region. The Innovation Hub is behind a range of projects, such 
as mLab, eKasi Labs and the Climate Innovation Centre South Africa. The Gauteng En-
terprise Propeller (GEP), meanwhile, is a provincial government agency which provides 
non-financial and financial support to small businesses.

• The Western Cape Provincial Government, meanwhile, also has a host of small busi-
ness support programmes, while its Design Innovation Seed Fund (DISF) provides 
funding to local startups. In 2020, it announced the launch of a new brand that aimed to 
position Cape Town and the Western Cape province as the “tech capital” of Africa.

• Under the umbrella of the Department of Science and Technology (dst.gov.za), the 
Technology Innovation Agency (TIA) (tia.org.za) is focused on technology development, 
from proof of concept to pre-commercialisation. To achieve this, it operates three 
funds - the Seed Fund, the Technology Development Fund, and the Commercialisa-
tion Support Fund - which back South African tech ventures and provide additional 
support.

• Department of Trade and Industry (thedtic.gov.za) has developed a number of pro-
grammes that support entrepreneurs, with the Support Programme for Industrial 
Innovation (SPII) offering grant funding to support the commercialisation of innovative 
projects, and its Technology and Human Resources Programme (THRIP) has grants for 
entrepreneurs that work with universities or colleges to carry out research in order to 
commercialise an innovative solution.

• The Industrial Development Corporation (IDC) (idc.co.za) funds entrepreneurs with 
industrial development projects, with investments including Triggerfish Animation. It 
also launched the now-defunct Startup Nations South Africa initiative in 2014, aimed 
at supporting high-impact entrepreneurship.

• The National Treasury (treasury.gov.za) implemented tax breaks for early-stage in-
vestors through Section 12J of its 2009 Income Tax Act. Section 12J was introduced to 
encourage South African taxpayers to invest in local companies and receive a 100 per 
cent tax deduction of the value of their investment. However, the policy was unfortu-
nately not renewed when it expired in June 2021, with government saying its objectives 
had not been “sufficiently” achieved. 
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Corporate initiatives
Africa’s tech ecosystems are increasingly entering an era of startup-corporate collabora-
tion and engagement as opposed to competition and suspicion, and South Africa leads the 
way in this respect, with mutually beneficial partnerships between incumbents and new 
entrants already well-entrenched in a number of different areas. Leading financial institu-
tions and telecoms companies are among those actively engaging with - and even making 
investments in - the startup ecosystem.

Key initiatives by leading South Africa-based corporates over the last few years include, 
but are by no means limited to:

• Fifty of South Africa’s largest corporates, and the Public Investment Corporation, 
are shareholders in the SA SME Fund, a private sector led initiative born out of the 
‘CEO Initiative’, a partnership between the SA Government and CEOs to stimulate the 
economy and create jobs. The fund has ZAR1.2 billion (US$77.7 million) of investable 
capital, which it invests via partnerships with fund managers. The primary focus areas 
are venture capital and growth capital.

• Nedbank has made a host of investments in South African tech startups via its Corpo-
rate and Investment Banking (CIB) division, including the likes of Aerobotics, RapidDe-
ploy and WhereIsMyTransport. The bank has also signed partnerships with startups 
such as Entersekt and Karri, and has an API marketplace which allows startups to 
leverage off its banking infrastructure. The bank has also run a host of startup-focused 
programmes and challenges.  
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• Standard Bank is also an active investor in local startups, having backed the likes of 
Nomanini, Payment24 and TradeSafe. It also acquired payments startup SnapScan 
back in 2016, and has established partnerships with startups such as OfferZen. The 
bank has run various programmes, including the flagship Standard Bank Incubator, and 
is one of the core investors in the Founders Factory Africa venture builder.

• Absa has also invested in South African startups, such as A2X Markets, and previously 
operated the Rise / Work in Progress co-working space in Cape Town. It is now focused 
on its Digital Partnerships programme, established in 2020 to facilitate collaboration 
with startups from around the world. The capability connects Absa and its partners 
through key local, regional and global networks to promote co-creation potential, 
particularly in the technology and digital space.

• First National Bank (FNB) has been more quiet in the startup space, though it has 
previously run a Business Innovation Awards and in 2021 partnered business growth 
specialists Fetola to run the Social Entrepreneurship Impact Lab (SEIL) programme. 
Made a splash in 2021 by acquiring “virtual distribution platform” Selpal.
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• Rand Merchant Bank (RMB) has invested in or directly supported hundreds of startups 
via its fintech-focused entrepreneurship support club AlphaCode.

• Leading mobile operator Vodacom has operated a handful of support programmes 
and startup challenges over the last few years, but like FNB it distinguished itself with 
a major startup acquisition, acquiring a 51 per cent stake in Internet of Things (IoT) 
company IoT.nxt in 2019.

• Fellow telecoms company MTN sponsors the Solution Space at the University of Cape 
Town’s Graduate School of Business and its various programmes, and also promotes 
the startup scene with its MTN Business App of the Year awards. It also recently 
became the only African operator to join a global alliance aimed at developing tech 
startups to aid innovation in the sector.

• Telkom launched FutureMakers, its enterprise and supplier development programme, 
in 2015, through which it supports strategic startups and small businesses aligned 
to the technology sector and the Telkom value chain. The operator has also signed a 
multi-million rand partnership with the Cape IT Initiative. 

• Insurance company Old Mutual, through its Old Mutual Enterprise & Supplier Develop-
ment Fund, has invested in the likes of insurtech startup Pineapple. The company has 
partnered with a number of tech startups, and was a backer of the first Startupboot-
camp AfriTech accelerator.

• Another financial services company, RCS, was a partner for the original Startup-
bootcamp AfriTech programme. Early in 2022 the company acquired fintech startup 
Mobicred.

• One of the largest technology investors in the world, Naspers largely avoided its own 
backyard until 2018, when it launched its ZAR1.4 billion Foundry fund to make invest-
ments in South African startups. The company recently made agri-tech platform Nile 
the tenth addition to its startup portfolio, which also includes the likes of SweepSouth, 
Aerobotics, WhereIsMyTransport, and Naked Insurance.

• Various international corporations have held a variety of hackathons, competitions 
and initiatives aimed at startups and ICT practitioners, including Amazon Web Ser-
vices, Microsoft, and SAP.
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University initiatives
South Africa is also at the forefront when it comes to university-led startup support, with 
various of the country’s leading tertiary institutions doing much more than simply offering 
courses on business and entrepreneurship. South Africa’s universities operate a host of 
initiatives that are providing early-stage startups with access to training, mentorship, 
networks and even funding. The latter is usually provided via a technology transfer office 
or research centre, such as Stellenbosch University’s Innovus, Nelson Mandela University’s 
Innovation Office, and Wits Enterprise.

Some key university-led initiatives include, but are not limited to, the following:

• The University of Cape Town GSB Solution Space is an ecosystem for high-impact ear-
ly-startups, corporate innovation, and entrepreneurship development and research. 
The university has a tech transfer and research office, and also hosts the Bertha 
Centre for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship, the first academic centre in Africa 
dedicated to advancing social innovation and entrepreneurship.

• The University of the Witwatersrand has developed the Wits Innovation Investment 
Fund, which provides an opportunity for Wits alumni and others to invest in Wits inno-
vations and startups. Also has a tech transfer office - Wits Enterprise.

• Stellenbosch University hosts the LaunchLab, an innovation space that offers a range 
of services to entrepreneurs from the university and beyond. The LaunchLab runs a 
host of programmes and events, and develops startups to the point they could secure 
backing from Innovus, its tech transfer office.

• The University of Johannesburg in 2017 launched its own in-house business incubator, 
aimed at supporting thousands of youth-driven businesses in the technology sector, in 
partnership with the Finnish Laurea University of Applied Sciences, based in Helsinki.
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• The University of Pretoria Business Incubator (UPBI) is a rapid business incubator 
based at the University of Pretoria, which aims to support aspiring young entrepre-
neurs.

• Open distance learning institution UNISA in 2015 opened the Innovation and Collab-
oration Centre, which supports early-stage startups through providing workspace, 
mentoring and funding.

Photo courtesy of LaunchLab
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