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Introduction 
The sustained success of black-owned businesses, especially in South Africa, has been eagerly 
anticipated because of the unique history of the country. It is presumed that the prosperity of local 
businesses in the country is expected to benefit the community areas in which they operate by 
offering improved goods and services, adding to employment and contributing to uplift the 
overall standards of living systemically. Privately owned businesses play a significant role in 
adding to the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and increasing the tax base and revenue as 
well as the levels of employment, which in turn boost the economic growth of a country.

According to the Banking Association South Africa (TBASA 2019), South Africa’s private sector 
comprises 91% of formal businesses, contributes about 34% to the country’s GDP and about 60% 
employment of the total labour force. The Companies and Intellectual Property Commissions’ 
(CIPC 2019) report from the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) discloses that 378  435 
private companies were registered in the 2016–2017 financial year. For the year 2017–2018, 386 373 
companies were registered whereas 395 320 private companies in the 2018–2019 financial year. 
Despite this reported constant year-on-year increment in the growth of the number of privately 
owned businesses, the recent annual Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM 2017, 2018, 2019) 
reports on South Africa paint a disturbing picture particularly on sustained business ownership. 
Using the established business ownership rate (a percentage of adult population of between 18 
and 64 years owning and managing a business that has paid salaries and other expenses to the 
owner for more than three and half years), the GEM reports estimate South Africa’s established 
business ownership rate in 2017 at 2.5%, 2.2% for 2018 and 3.5% for 2019. Such dismal figures 
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could be construed as over 90% of adult South Africans are 
engaged in short-term business activities that cannot 
sustainably contribute to both the country’s employment and 
GDP.

Still, in the South African context, the findings from the GEM 
reports are inconclusive on the categories such businesses 
belong to and the percentage share of black ownership. 
Annual data released by the Commission on Black economic 
empowerment (B-BBEEC 2020) reports that average company 
ownership by black people throughout the economy was just 
27.83% in 2017, 25.2% in 2018 and 29.4% in 2019. Delving 
further into the same report reveals that black representation 
on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange-listed company boards 
stood at only 38% in both 2017 and 2018, whilst for 2019, it 
was at 43.63%. Such revelations reflect the discordance with 
the recent population estimates from STATS SA (2020) that 
depict South Africa’s population to be 80.8% black, 8.8% 
coloured, 7.8% white and 2.6% Indian and/or Asian. This 
study should add to the debate and efforts in the promotion 
of equality in South Africa amongst all citizens towards level 
pegged sharing of control, ownership and wealth in the 
economy. This is because the increased presence of private 
enterprises amongst people is deemed pivotal to overall 
poverty level weakening (Hewitt & Janse Van Rensburg 
2020), justice and participation, wealth and observance of 
laws in the country (Nieman & Pretorius 2004) as well as 
diminishing the inequalities between the rich and the poor in 
South Africa (Mogashoa & Selebi 2021).

The DTI (2014) promotes the establishment of small- and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) by mainly black South 
Africans to increase business ownership. This is because self-
established, privately owned businesses by black South 
Africans seem to be scarce and in the hands of a few. It is 
possible that many of these businesses were nudged into 
inception with the help of the Black Economic Empowerment 
(BEE) programme after the abolition of apartheid in 1994. 
The questions that arise are why self-established, privately 
owned businesses amongst black South Africans are so few 
and how the few businesses that survived apartheid could 
grow despite difficult times to become successful and 
sustained to the present day.

Research problem and question
There is a view that most black-owned businesses in South 
Africa lack the necessary strength to last and be competitive 
locally and internationally, for instance, in terms of overall 
turnover, the total number of employees, stock exchange 
presence and continuation of this presence. In their account 
of the prosperity projections of South African new business 
ventures, Preisendorfer, Bitz and Bezuidenhout (2012:5) 
argue that many of the businesses owned by black people in 
the country are ‘informal survivalists’. In other words, these 
are merely petite-sized and erratically managed businesses 
only meant to provide for the needs of owner individuals 
and their relatives. As many of South Africa’s black 
population dwell dominantly in townships (McFarlane & 

Silver 2017; Preisendorfer, Boitz & Bezuidenhout 2014), they 
are largely engaged in informal entrepreneurship (Beresford 
2020; Maliehe 2017; Spiegel 2018). This may be construed that 
the operating environment and informal nature of most 
businesses run by black people in South Africa complicate 
their prosperity and sustainability outlook. This is defended 
by Beresford (2020) stating that in many instances township 
enterprises in South Africa continue to be informal and or in 
survival mode. South Africa’s black entrepreneurial situation 
is compounded by the findings of Yeboah and Koffie (2016) 
who put the country’s failure rate of newly started businesses 
to be the highest in the world at 75%. This high level of failure 
is supported by Nheta et al. (2020) who indicate that only one 
in four businesses survive within 3 years of their formation in 
South Africa. Against this background of mainly 
entrepreneurship failure, very few success stories have been 
told, which this study aims to surface.

This study, therefore, sets off with the recognition of the 
scantiness of self-established, privately owned businesses 
amongst black South Africans who have survived the 
oppression of apartheid and succeeded despite difficult 
circumstances. Thomas (2020) maintains that the number of 
large, successful black-owned businesses in South Africa is 
few and those that have been in existence for over six decades 
are limited. In exploring the problem, as to why and how 
only some succeed, the success factors (enablers) of an iconic 
black-owned business are put forward as a business case. 
This is the South African Maponya business case, a black-
initiated and family-owned business that has been in 
existence for over six decades. The research question this 
study seeks to answers is: ‘Why and how the Maponya 
family as entrepreneurs have been able to succeed at all odds 
to survive, sustain and grow a distinguished business empire’ 
listed on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange?

Research design and methods
A qualitative research approach following a single case study 
design was employed as encouraged by Dul and Hak (2012) 
as this study aims to explore and distinguish a certain reality, 
giving insight into an intricate experience (Yin 2014), the 
unique success and longevity of the Maponya business case 
were chosen. A descriptive and explanatory case study 
strategy was utilised as espoused by Eriksson and Kovalainen 
(2008). Yin (2014:4) also supports the use of a case study 
design when ‘the questions require an extensive and in-
depth description of some social phenomenon’.

Case selection and data collection
The researchers identified the Maponya Business case as a 
non-probability and purposively selected single case study, 
as endorsed by Dul and Hak (2012). Voluntary participation 
was sought, and permission was granted by the company 
executive to conduct the study and allow a selected member 
to participate in the study. Company documents were 
available as secondary data and primary data were collected 
from the company representative who participated as 
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respondent is a Maponya family member. He had the means 
and experience to provide real evidence about the inner 
workings of the Maponya business case, thereby functioning 
as a case within the bigger business case (Yin 2014).

A semi-structured interview guide was developed and 
employed by the researcher for a deeper understanding and 
insight when conducting the interview (Creswell 2014). A 
lengthy time period was taken to collect data using direct 
and personal contact with the participant. Creswell (2014) 
and Fontana et al. (2005) promote the use of more time to 
deviate from the interview guide’s prior arrangement of 
questions, which enables further probing during data 
collection. The result is richer and much more meaningful 
data. However, this was only after carrying out a pilot 
interview to test the interview guide as data collection 
instrument for validity (Ilker, Sulaiman & Rukayya 2015; 
Van Teijlingen & Hundley 2002) and to check for expected 
meaningful replies to questions in the interview guide (Rubin 
& Babbie 2010).

The interview process was conducted in a setting where the 
respondent had the opportunity to engage fully (Yin 2014) 
and discuss the Maponya business history and manner of 
doing business. The interview, conducted in the English 
language, was audio-recorded after the participant’s full 
consent. Company document reviews were carried out that 
provided more background against which the interview 
could be guided as supported by Creswell (2014), Eriksson 
and Kovalainen (2008) and Yin (2014).

Data analysis
The interview was transcribed verbatim, followed by close 
reading to get accustomed to the data and in aiding a clear 
understanding of the study context, as well as to observe 
gaps in the data where follow-up interviewing is necessary 
for clarity and completeness (Henning, Van Rensburg & Smit 
2004). Thereafter, the interview transcripts were coded 
following the steps of content analysis (Creswell 2014; 
Krippendorff 2013), using open coding, axial coding and 
selective coding (Maree 2007). Open-coded texts were clearly 
indicated on the transcript by hand to condense the interview 
data (Kaplan & Maxwell 2005).

This was followed by compiling a code list (Creswell 2014; 
Gibbs 2010) on a separate page, capturing all the codes and 
grouping them into axial codes by searching for relationships, 
comparisons, differences and repetitions (Ryan & Bernard 
2003). The axial codes on the list were finally pared down to a 
manageable number (Gibbs 2010; Henning et al. 2004) for 
more insightful interpretation. A classification tree of the 
emerging themes based on selective coding was drawn up to 
show the relationships amongst the main themes and the sub-
themes in the data set, after reassessing themes and subthemes 
for inclusion (Braun & Clarke 2006). Field notes jotted down 
(Babbie 2005) on critical subjects that arose throughout the 
interview process were valuable as vital reminders to stress 
important revelations from the key participant.

As the study used only one respondent, to ensure the 
reliability of data (Creswell 2014; Shenton 2004), the 
identified themes were triangulated with themes in the 
existing literature and also with member checking (Castro 
et al. 2011) to confirm the findings about the inner workings 
attributed to the success and longevity of the Maponya 
business case (i.e. researchers obtained verification from 
one senior member of the Maponya clan, who read the 
transcripts and data findings, that the identified themes and 
its descriptions were true representations of the Maponya 
business case).

Results, findings and discussion
From the data analysis, it was clear that the Maponya business 
success was based on continued family entrenchment. It must 
be emphasised that the researchers only discovered during the 
interview process that the Maponya business started and 
continued as a family-controlled type of business. Chua, 
Chrisman and Sharma (1999) classify a family business as one 
managed with the purpose to create and follow a dream that is 
endorsed by a principal union of family members or part of a 
family, a dream that is likely to be continued through the 
generations of the family or families. Though Longenecker et 
al. (2006) agree on the existence of a divide between the 
dynamics of family and business systems, with each having its 
own participants, aims and guiding principles, they concur 
that the constructs of family and business end up overlapping 
in a family type of business. Important to note also is that the 
words ‘clan’ and ‘family’ are used interchangeably in this 
study to refer to the family-ingrained nature of the Maponya 
business case, which could be equated to the ‘familiness 
approach’ referred to by Danes, Stafford and Amarapurkar 
(2009) where behavioural and social phenomena guide the 
business.

Therefore, to make sense of this overarching finding of 
familiness, the six main themes that make up a unique and 
consistent behavioural pattern of the Maponya clan members 
and contributing to the success and longevity of this family 
business will be elaborated on. The six themes are family 
solidity, family members’ support of one another, work-for-
self nurturing, intense drive to succeed, strict disciplinary 
mechanisms and brand name significance.

Family solidity
It was found that the Maponyas are a closely interlaced clan 
of individuals who have, through the various lineages, 
always been in constant contact with one another. Keeping in 
touch with the goings-on of each member is a key 
differentiator of this family. The clan is bound together by 
means of an organisation called the Maponya Unity 
Movement, as explained by the respondent:

‘The purpose of [such things] is to keep the link, closeness and 
power to influence within the Maponyas. This organisation has a 
president, a vice-president, treasury general, youth league, 
women’s league, deputy treasury … [all in the family].’ 
(a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, 
date unknown).  
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This family closeness is evidenced by an event, called a re 
tsebaneng (a Sepedi phrase for a form of mutual unselfishness 
according to which a person’s happiness and the happiness 
of others are determined through a person’s helpfulness), 
the annual compulsory clan gathering where Maponya 
families over generations get to know each other and also 
deal with issues amongst them. Keyt (2015) contends that 
this could be extant in a family business. Family closeness 
in a business set-up is also confirmed by Corbetta and 
Salvato (2004) as a pertinent detail resource favouring 
constructive family business performance. Likewise, family 
members closely identify with the business and remain 
loyal to it, albeit with no reward anticipated. Similarly, Keyt 
(2015) agrees that the same concept of unselfishness 
underpins family interconnectedness that persuades 
members to put business goals above their own.

Family members’ support of one another
The Maponya clan members render assistance to each other 
in more ways than one. The respondent explained this 
support as follows:

‘The question is that you can’t divorce yourself from the family 
because the stakes are high, it is a support base, it defines who 
you are; the network defines who you are.’ (a Maponya family 
member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, date unknown).

This closeness in a family business denotes a survival strategy 
(Brewton et al. 2010), whereas Jang and Danes (2013) opine 
that this is a form of a cushion trait when family members 
intermingle closely to ensure, amongst other things, the 
existence of a family business particularly in challenging 
periods. It connotes a dependence logic and sincerity, which 
galvanises the wholeness of both dimensions of family and 
business (Danes & Lee 2004). This family approach gives a 
great competitive edge to their business, for by virtue 
belonging to this particular clan, the members of this family 
business share in the benefits as expounded on below. This 
support of one another is further divided into the following:

Sharing of business knowledge and experiences
The clan cohesion amongst the Maponyas ensures that family 
members have each other’s backs through sharing their 
business knowledge. Family members often work together in 
various sectors (even though members at times operate 
dissimilar businesses). The respondent had the following to 
say about the family’s teamwork:

‘My father was in the taxi business but because my uncles were 
in the meat business; they worked with him and helped him 
establish his own meat business. Richard Maponya, who owned 
the first black most successful butchery, trained and helped my 
dad to be able to establish his own meat business … there was 
sharing of information and experiences from back then that 
ordinary people would not share if they operated independently.’ 
(a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, 
date unknown). 

Business knowledge in a family firm is categorised by Chirico 
(2008) in terms of the good judgement and proficiency of 

members that is achieved through nurturing, tutoring and 
sharing experiences both internal and external to the 
business. This transmission of business knowledge within 
the family signifies an advantage for the family business, 
hence ensuring enormous achievement in business. Chirico 
(2008) and Trevinyo-Rodríguez and Tápies (2010) partly 
blame the collapse of family-owned companies to the 
reluctance to pass on information from one generation to 
another or even an unawareness of family members of the 
need to share. Information ought to reach all within a family 
business so that they can try out and introduce ways to tap 
into the know-how acquired by others in the family (Barroso, 
Sanguino & Banegil 2013).

However, information-sharing is found by Stanely, 
Stephenson and Monteith (1995) to be hindered by envy 
amongst family members, which usually occurs when one 
member wishes to reach another’s success level or one 
member or a small number of members may withhold 
important knowledge, which amplifies the centralisation of 
authority and stifles entrepreneurial actions and success 
within the family business (Zahra, Neubaum & Larranetta 
2007). Nonetheless, knowledge-sharing in family firms is 
made easier because of the existence of an across-the-board 
‘language’ that enables the resourceful exchange of 
information (Hoffman, Hoelscher & Sorenson 2006) fostered 
by dependence, loyalty and identity (Cabrera-Suàrez, Saá-
Pérez & García-Almeida 2001; Zahra et al. 2007). This 
unselfishness in sharing of industry information and 
experiences has been a vital component in ensuring the 
expansion and success of the Maponya business empire.

Vast family network of business connections
Given that many members of the Maponya clan are involved 
in various business fields, this hugely benefits many of them 
in bringing business to each other. This is facilitated by the 
above-mentioned sharing and close connection amongst all 
family members, enabling easier penetration of the market, 
branching out into scores of different business ventures and 
achieving market success. The following remark of the 
respondent can be noted here:

‘The earlier members of the clan came up with this concept to use 
the clan power when they realised that as they grow, and they 
have children, and children have their grandchildren, there’s a 
big network and the kids had to know each other.’ (a Maponya 
family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, date unknown).

The shared ideals, dependence and customs amongst the 
families in a business give them social capital, which they 
utilise to deal or interact with other family members, thereby 
resolving issues amongst members, all of which adds to the 
competitive advantage of their businesses (Lester & Cannella 
2006).

Importantly, members are obligated to share their contacts 
and connections with the clan, and this further broadens the 
network of business connections. This is emphasised by the 
respondent:
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‘We believe that my contacts do not belong to me, they belong to 
the clan; it is the clan that owns everything. Whatever I own, [I] 
am duty-bound to share it with other members of the clan. One 
of my nephews owning the Mugg & Bean downstairs [at the 
Mega City shopping complex] came to me and asked for my help. 
He wanted to be a businessman, he’s a lecturer. But I couldn’t 
turn him away, I had to share everything with him. I had to, you 
are compelled to.’ (a Maponya family member, male, 
entrepreneur and lawyer, date unknown).

Pool of resources and internal opportunities
As could be gathered from the respondent’s observation, the 
intermingling of the dimensions of both family and business 
and the support that members give one another create an 
abundance of resources that help buoy the business prospects 
of all in the Maponya clan. When referring to this, the 
respondent asserted:

‘The way our family network works is similar to that of other 
ethnic or family types of business … helping out each other in 
business. If there’s a Maponya who does not have capital to 
bankroll a business venture, which you think is viable, you go to 
the president of the unity movement … but if you don’t have a 
close network with someone and we know someone is successful 
in that particular area, the president will ask that person to help 
you or a Maponya will accompany you to the bankers and be the 
guarantor to your loan, so you won’t fail. Also, from the “a re 
tsebaneng” gatherings, some Maponyas who did not have jobs 
will meet successful entrepreneurs who will take them up.’ 
(a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, 
date unknown).

Through the sphere of family influence, there is an assortment 
of resources that contributes to entrepreneurial achievement 
in family businesses (Powell & Eddleston 2013) and also to 
increased levels of business performance, continued existence 
and accomplishment (Aldrich & Cliff 2003). Family business 
research has identified a number of resources that a family 
can offer a business, and these incorporate social, human and 
financial capital (Danes et al. 2009). It is the cross-dynamic 
nature of family firms and the indissolubleness of resources 
and ties amongst family members that give a family business 
a competitive edge (Habbershon, Williams & MacMillan 
2003). Such resources are used in either a domain or a system 
in response to a need in an opposite system (Muske & 
Fitzgerald 2006), and entrepreneurs can without any trouble 
move these resources amongst the different domains (Aldrich 
& Cliff 2003).

Bursary fund
Also clan members enjoy entitlement to The Richard 
Maponya Education Fund, named after the Maponya 
Movement’s president, established to ensure the higher 
education of current and future generations to give them 
educational opportunities that earlier clan generations might 
not have had. Through this fund, members are assisted in 
acquiring skills in any field to improve their chances and to 
perform better. The respondent referred to this fund as 
follows:

‘The bursary fund has a lot of money and was created to 
encourage all the Maponyas to attain a minimum matric level. If 
you do not have it, then we see [it] as if we are failing ourselves. 
But some people do not want to do academic work, but we think 
it is an important skill for you to get an education … So there are 
funds that we donate every month, every year, that goes into the 
kitty.’ (a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and 
lawyer, date unknown). 

It may be construed that this readily available funding to 
further the skills of any Maponya family members helps 
them to venture into an assortment of businesses thereby 
expanding the Maponya businesses’ footprint, apart from 
obviously reinforcing loyalty to the clan for the continued 
support of another.

Work-for-self nurturing
In their junior stages, the attitudes and practices of business 
management and entrepreneurship are inculcated by the 
elder Maponya generations, rather than encouraging them 
to seek employment. This approach differs from the most 
common path many ordinary families take, which is for 
adults to encourage their children to get employment and 
aim for career achievement. And this again speaks to a 
culture of mentorship within this family in which children 
gain invaluable hands-on business management experience 
early on, thus enabling the expansion, transformation of 
their parents’ business entities later on. The respondent 
admitted:

‘As a kid when I was raised, our parents never said we needed to 
go to school in order to get the best job. My dad always said that 
he was raising a family of kids that were going to contribute 
towards the fiscus [purse] of the country and people who are 
going to create jobs. I knew how to talk to the customer by the 
age of nine. I was behind the counter, I was working in the shop, 
I never played with other kids. I worked in a supermarket, I 
knew how to greet a customer, I knew how to pack bread, I knew 
how to treat a customer, I knew that you had to humble yourself.’ 
(a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, 
date unknown). 

Allen et al. (2009) consider mentorship as a valuable human 
resource management component that is viewed to advance 
the vocation of the mentored person and is also advantageous 
to the firm. Additionally, Ragins and Verbos (2007) aver that 
business management mentors are able to capacitate their 
protégés and allow them to imbibe pertinent behaviours that 
facilitate proper business management.

Intense drive to succeed
There is immense pressure on the members of the Maponya 
families not to fail in the businesses they get into. Still, 
overcoming the heavy burden of expectation on one to 
succeed in a business venture is made easier owing to the 
already existing pool of contacts, connections and skills-
upgrading opportunities that all the members have access to. 
All the same, as the respondent pointed out, members 
experience a lot of pressure:
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‘The best motivating factor, in my view, is none other than 
someone you live in the same house with, or, put it differently, 
the stress levels within the Maponya clan are very high … in 
terms of success are so high. So if you are a Maponya and you are 
an underperformer, you automatically become an outcast. I am 
not saying it is necessarily the right thing, but all the Maponyas 
are driven to succeed.’ (a Maponya family member, male, 
entrepreneur and lawyer, date unknown). 

Such intense drive to succeed resonates with the 
entrepreneurial inclination, a major trait of the Maponya 
families and is described by Hnátek (2015) to constitute a 
number of qualities ranging from being innovative, inventive, 
self-motivated, adaptable and opportunity-driven to possess 
the drive to create value whilst taking family and work 
colleagues into consideration.

Strict disciplinary mechanisms
Instrumental in maintaining the family-embedded nature for 
success and longevity of this business is the active penalising 
machinery that ensures adherence to the clan’s respected 
ways of life. This, therefore, explains the family’s unique 
behavioural trends and the near unrivalled calibre of its 
business achievement, which is shown below:

‘If someone says a negative thing about me here, my president or 
somebody hears about it, it gets reported and I get to be asked 
why, reminded that it doesn’t build our name, we think it is wrong … 
Then I may have to write a report to explain and account … You 
have to toe the line, I am saying it, like, there are “police people” 
within that structure that report. For example, I haven’t seen the 
president of our movement in, like, a month, but people will tell 
him, Mr Maponya is doing well, we like what he’s doing … and 
equally, if something was wrong, he will call to confirm and ask 
if the complaints are true.’ (a Maponya family member, male, 
entrepreneur and lawyer, date unknown,  [author’s own emphasis])

Research on the control structures used in family businesses 
indicates the commonness of an influential eldest male or 
female who sets the tone of conduct (Zellweger & 
Kammerlander 2015). This powerful leader in the family 
business directs all matters related to communication, 
administration, incentives and chastisement (Chandler 2015). 
Again, Le Breton-Miller and Miller (2015) acknowledge the 
importance of family councils as an authority apparatus to 
create rules of behaviour for family, business and social 
matters.

In incidences where the Maponya members do not conform 
to acceptable family behaviour, the following measures are 
turned to deter, to punish and rehabilitate members, thereby 
ensuring uniformity to the set rules of behaviour.

Withdrawal of clan assistance and entitlements
Clan members risk losing such privileges, and this compels 
them to go along with the expected code of conduct for the 
Mopanyas. This is attested to by the respondent:

‘If you do not cooperate, you don’t work with us, if you do not 
help others within the clan, then you will never get the help from 

the clan. Meaning, you are a Maponya and another kid requested 
help from you and it is within your field of specialisation or 
business or profession, and you refuse, and you get reported, 
and you’re called but you still remain stubborn and don’t help, 
then you automatically lose the benefits of being a clan member. 
You will not get the benefits and help that come to the clan 
members. And you might actually find yourself taking your kids 
out of the clan and from all the benefits because of your 
behaviours. So you’re compelled to help any clan member that 
asks for help from you’. (a Maponya family member, male, 
entrepreneur and lawyer, date unknown).

Therefore culprits literally risk forfeiting their individual 
family’s inheritance and all entitlements and birth-rights of 
being a Maponya and will suffer the consequences for the 
rest of their lives.

Desertion
Apart from scrapping non-conformists off the list of members 
designated to receive benefits and assistance, such members 
may also be banished from the clan. The respondent described 
the clan’s approach as follows:

‘Anything that puts the Maponya name out there in a bad light, 
the clan does not support it. Or anything considered wrong – 
may not necessarily be illegal, but ethically wrong – boycott is 
applied … Even if you are a rogue character, you can’t be an 
open rogue in that family. It is ensured because we have got a 
structure.’ (a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and 
lawyer, date unknown, [author’s own emphasis])  

Accordingly, the disciplinary structures within the Maponya 
clan ensure adherence to the set codes and principles so that 
members play it by the book, thus enabling the inner 
workings of the family components to stay glued together 
and facilitate the transfer of the practices and behaviours that 
make this family business to succeed and stay this long in 
operation.

Brand name significance
The Maponya clan associates themselves with the elephant 
(called tlou in the Sepedi language) and uses it as a symbol of 
identity and consolidation. An elephant, as the emblem, is 
used by all the companies owned by the clan members, as 
evidenced in one of the businesses’ subdivisions website 
below in Figure 1.

An elephant is regarded as the ultimate symbol of success 
and portrayed as revered insignia by the Maponya clan 
members, through which identification and closeness are 
fostered. It is stated as such:

‘So if you want anything from me, or any Maponya, and you call 
him by name or surname, it is nothing, but if you really want to 
twist their arms, you just say “tlou”, which is an elephant.’ 
(a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, 
date unknown).

As all the members of the clan act in accordance with the 
family’s honoured values, they are a mirror of their brand 
and they strengthen the image the public and their customers 
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have of their business. This explains why there is a strict code 
of behaviour that all members have to follow, as revealed 
here:

‘We were told and consistently reminded that as a Maponya, and 
I tell my kids too, we do not want to read any funny stories about 
the Maponyas in the newspapers … we should just do the right 
thing ... Whatever we do, touch, we know the stress levels. And 
it is because it adds to the brand, it enhances the brand.’ 
(a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, 
date unknown [author’s own emphasis]). 

This is countersigned by Dyer and Whetten (2006) that in 
relation to corporate imaging, family businesses should 
endeavour to steer clear of social troubles and business 
mistakes. In other words, a family owning a business with its 
name on it is inclined to guard the family’s reputation. More 
research from Craig, Dibrell and Davis (2008) and 
Sundaramurthy and Kreiner (2008) establishes that family-
embedded brand uniqueness is associated with company 
performance and that these two factors have a role to play in 
attracting customers and increasing sales. The inseparability 
of family and business in a family type of business serves as 
a critical foundation for a unique advantage in personifying 
the family firm. Sundaramurthy and Kreiner (2008) argue 
that this renders duplication of such an entity almost 
unworkable. Therefore, through the sharing of the family’s 
heritage, the shared image of the business and the clan 
members is enhanced. The corollaries from the Maponya 
brand name are.  

External opportunities
People who hail from the Maponya clan, carrying the family 
name, have an edge already to prosper in business. Owing to 
the involvement of past generations of the family in business, 
members have benefitted from important business 

connections built up over time, which still is viewed as an 
accrual with the family brand name:

‘If I go to the bank today, and I say I want to build a shopping 
centre … a hotel, usually the tendency is that the Maponyas are 
known to have what it takes. They know how to drive business. 
Because you are from this clan, your father, your grandfather, 
everybody from this line being perceived to be from a family of 
winners. So there is willingness from partners, bankers … as 
they have worked with the entrepreneurs of the Maponyas and 
all their businesses are very successful. So you get to jump that 
first hurdle as a Maponya, that most people are not gonna make 
it.’ (a Maponya family member, male, entrepreneur and lawyer, 
date unknown). 

Reputation management
This issue of protecting the Maponya brand was observed in 
most of the themes that emerged from the interview. The 
Maponyas have strong values and are value driven. Loyalty 
to the clan is not negotiable, and disloyalty is viewed as 
desertion (as seen above). Gotsi and Wilson (2001) discuss 
the importance of ‘living’ the brand if one wants to ensure a 
good reputation, and this is what is evidenced and is still 
continuing in the case of this black South African business. 
The study, nevertheless, points out that the high expectations 
of the clan, especially with members being forced to strictly 
adhere to the entrenched clan values, are repressive and pose 
challenges to all in the clan in some way or another.

Discussion of key findings
This study uncovered the factors responsible for the 
entrepreneurial success and longevity of the Maponya 
business case, as a black South African initiated and owned 
entity. It was found that the Maponya group of businesses is 
under a family-controlled organisation. This research has 
particularised the extent of the family embeddedness, which 

Source: Maponya Africa Group, n.d., Maponya Africa Group: Home, viewed 31 October 2019, from http://www.maponyaafrica.co.za/

FIGURE 1: A website of a Maponya company. 
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is the cardinal factor responsible for the success of the 
Maponya Business Empire or dynasty. Therefore, such a 
profound finding directed the review of the literature 
towards family business management to aid in corroborating 
most of the research findings, as shown above.

Based on the key findings, the study constructs Figure 2 to 
illustrate the deep-rooted nature of family as justification for 
the success and longevity of the Maponya business.

The pervasiveness of the Maponya family in business is 
directly and indirectly ascribed to its success, as members 
benefit from the family brand name to further their 
entrepreneurial endeavours. By using the family name 
(Maponya) as their business ventures’ names, the Maponyas 
easily secure the buy-in of various stakeholders to enhance 
their business pursuits into prosperity. Important to note is 
that this brand name advantage has been built up over many 
years owing to the enforcement of strict adherence to family 
values (the Maponya way) by a disciplinary apparatus that 
keeps all clan members in line. The willingness of the family 
members to support one another in the form of readily-
available mentoring of young family members, sharing of 
business knowledge and experiences and contributions to 
the education fund for members’ skills development are key 
amongst the jealously guarded values of the Maponyas. This 
unique interdependence amongst clan members as an age-
old family system has nurtured cohesion, harmony and 
general oneness. This has allowed the members to create and 
strengthen a huge network of business connections and vital 
resource pools (both internal and external to the family) to 
further the success of the Maponya businesses. There is also 
an entrepreneurial mindset and intense drive to succeed, 
traits instilled in young Maponyas during mentorship, to 
work for themselves and not seek jobs outside the clan. Such 

early-implanted business mindedness and skills have 
transformed the calibre of the Maponya business operations 
from mere merchandising in the early days, to much more 
sophisticated and modernised ventures.

In retrospect, these research findings showing the inner 
workings of the Maponya business empire tie in closely 
with the communal value systems characteristic of African 
cultural practices and are allegorical particularly to the 
practice of ubuntu. Mangaliso (2001) describes ubuntu as 
the enveloping will of love, neighbourliness and 
receptiveness within and amongst African people; it is 
based on their shared beliefs about the way they conduct 
themselves and treat those they come across. Central to 
ubuntu are the concepts of the mutual dependence of 
people, preference for collectivism over individualism and 
exercising restraint from self-regarding.

Study limitations and strengths
There could be uneasiness about the ability to draw 
conclusions from results of a single case study, as the 
information was obtained from only one clan member of the 
Maponyas. However, the findings were approved by a senior 
Maponya family member (member checking) to allay validity 
concerns. Creswell (2014) announces that sometimes it may 
be the case that research findings cannot be interpreted to 
represent the entire population. Yet again, Bricki and Green 
(2007) regard a small sample size to be adequate especially in 
qualitative research as it allows a deeper understanding of 
the case selected. The findings, albeit from a single business 
case, offer hope for black South Africans with an aim for 
entrepreneurial success. The inner workings of the Maponya 
business dynasty revealed in this study may be used as a 

FIGURE 2: An illustration of the entanglement of family within the Maponya business case. 

Family members’
support of one another
• Pool of resources and

internal opportunities
• Vast family network
• Business knowledge and

experience sharing
• Bursary fund

Strict disciplinary
mechanisms
• Withdrawal of clan

assistance and
entitlements

• Desertion (reputation
and brand at risk)

Brand name significance
• External opportunities
• Reputation management

Family solidity

Family entrenchment for
business success and

sustainability

Intense drive to succeed

Work-for-self nurturing

http://www.sajesbm.co.za


Page 9 of 10 Original Research

http://www.sajesbm.co.za Open Access

template to conduct and excel in business, particularly in an 
African context.

Future research
Further research, using either qualitative or quantitative 
methods may be conducted to supplement existing knowledge 
about black African business leadership and success. In the 
current study, only one entrepreneur (a member of the 
Maponya family) was interviewed; therefore this study could 
be expanded to include interviews with more members of the 
Maponya family to bear witness to the findings from this one 
case within the Maponya case, thereby making possible the 
generalisation of the Maponya business model.

There is need to investigate succession planning and 
transitional processes used by older Maponya generations to 
facilitate the continued running of businesses by the younger 
generations. This is a crucial strategic management process 
that needs further probing to reveal how the right family 
members are chosen to lead and to account for the 
sustainability of this business empire.

Maponya’s business reputation management could be 
probed on how their businesses expand to involve business 
partners and employees outside the Maponya clan. The 
study established that the Maponya business empire is a 
family-controlled type of business, with family members 
expected to stick to a particular behavioural pattern 
emblematic of their reputation and upbringing, key to doing 
business. It would thus be worthy research to learn how their 
brand is still upheld when in partnership with non-
Maponyas, who are of different values and backgrounds.

Further research may include other businesses to possibly 
allow for more generalisable results. For instance, a 
comparative analysis between the Maponya business and 
other similar businesses might also be considered.

Conclusion
This case study brought to the fore the factors for the immense 
success and longevity of a previously disadvantaged group, 
the Maponya entrepreneurial business in South Africa. The 
results provide deeper insights into and understanding of the 
application of business management and leadership principles 
within a true African business context. The findings unpack 
the business case employed in the Maponya business. 
Accordingly, this research believes that the findings could give 
black African entrepreneurs, with aspirations to achieve 
business success, more insight into business management 
operations and methods by virtue of the example set by the 
Maponya family business. The findings explain a 
distinctiveness of a black African business dynasty, provide 
scholarly facts, broadening the knowledge base on African 
business management techniques and accomplishments in a 
Southern African and African context and, also, on the topic of 
family business studies in a general African sense.
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