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The Fourth Industrial Revolution 
is fast approaching, bringing with 
it a progression of women who will 
change the way South African 
organisations operate. In the past, 
feminism may have been seen as 
an urban construct, but today it is 
spreading across socio-economic 
boundaries, calling for an end to 
gender-based discrimination in 
all forms and across all spheres. 
A social movement as pervasive 
and powerful as feminism will have 
an extensive impact on the culture 
of organisations. How brands 
respond to this movement will 
have a significant impact on their 
business. 

Traditionally, society has handed 
power to men and granted women 
the supporting role. These norms 

have contributed to the barriers 
and hurdles that affect women in 
business, and to the stereotypes 
that remain prevalent in certain 
industries, particularly in the 
communication and advertising 
industries.

The median income of women 
over the past three decades 
has increased by 63%1. This has 
changed the dynamics of their 
activities as consumers, while also 
altering their shopping patterns 
and product choices. Brands 
that got away with marketing 
strategies built on the old societal 
constructs and stereotypes 
are going to have to respond 
differently if they expect to remain 
relevant. Neither the customer 

nor broader society will find them 
meaningful if they remain mired in 
the past.

The challenges faced by women 
extend well beyond the business 
environment. Harassment, 
violence, and discrimination 
remain challenges that have to be 
overcome. However, this paper 
seeks to focus on women, their 
influence in the business context, 
and how they are perceived as a 
target audience.

“The problem with gender is 
that it prescribes how we should 
be rather than recognising how 
we are.” – Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie, author and speaker

A timeline of the feminist movement

1980 to 2000

LGBTQ Rights

Environmentalism

Fat Positivity

Brain and Beauty

2000 to today

#Times up  
#Metoo movement

18th century to 1920

Womens Suffrage 
Movement

The Right to Divorce

Black Feminism

1920 to 1970

Body Positivity

Civil Rights

Abortion Rights

Sexual Freedom

First
Wave
of
Feminism

Second
Wave
of
Feminism

Third
Wave
of
Feminism

Fourth
Wave
of
Feminism
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1https://viva.media/a-timeline-of-the-feminist-movement
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The spending power of women has increased 
dramatically. The female economy is worth 
approximately US $28 trillion2 – a market that 
has inordinate potential to grow if paired with 
the increase in the number of women in the 
workforce, and a global commitment to address 
the discrepancy in pay between men and women. 
Men are still dominant in the workforce, and 
this issue needs to be overcome by emphasising 
the value of women in business. It particularly 
needs to be redressed within the advertising and 
communication industries.

Australian gender intelligence specialist and former 
advertising executive, Bec Brideson, believes that 
brands and businesses are still failing to effectively 
target women in advertising. She stated that while 
the world remains built for men, it is the companies 
innovating for women that will end up with control 
of 75% of global discretionary spend by 2028.  
They will be the ones best positioned to make 
greater gain3. 

“In the African context, the female economy 
is an untapped market. Strong cultural and 
patriarchal influences have had a vast impact  
on the roles that women are expected to play,” 
adds Thabi Leoka, Independent Economist and  
SA Express Board Member.

“When women deviate from that societal 
expectation, they are seen to be a ‘different type’ 
of woman. What fascinates me about Africa, 
especially in South Africa, is that there are more 
female graduates than male, and yet we don’t see 
this reflected in the workplace.

To an extent, both men and women don’t 
understand the power of the female pocket. 
But, when we talk about sophisticated financial 
instruments and marketing, women are not targeted 
because, for some reason, they ‘may not 
understand’. In fact, women are often only seen in 
washing powder ads,” says Leoka.
 
In the United Kingdom, the Committee of 
Advertising Practice (CAP) and the Advertising 
Standards Authority (ASA) is considering a new 
guideline that will crack down on adverts that 
perpetuate gender or sexist stereotypes.  
Sweden has already banned sexist advertising  
in public spaces. 

It is apparent that if South African businesses wish 
to grow and remain meaningful to customers, this 
situation needs to be addressed.

Dr Thabi Leoka – Economist

Dr Thabi Leoka is a world-renowned South 
African economist. She works as an Economic 
Strategist for Argon Asset Management within 
the Fixed Income and Multi-Asset teams and 
sits on the Management Committee. Her career 
began at Investec Asset Management and then 
moved to Barclays in London as the Head of 
Economic Research. This was followed by time at 
Standard Bank Corporate Investment Banking in 

South Africa, and undertaking the role of 
Chief Economist for SA at Renaissance Capital. 
Alongside her glittering career, Leoka found the 
time to achieve a PhD in Economics from the 
University of London, an MSc in Economics and 
Economic History from the London School of 
Economics, an MA in International Economics 
from the University of Witwatersrand, and a BA, 
also from Wits. She’s a sought-after speaker and 
respected thought leader, writing for numerous 
publications both in South Africa and abroad.

Global discretionary spend by 2028

75%

25%

- women

- men
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“For years, there was the old adage 
that if you advertise to men, the 
women would come – but if you 
advertise to women, the men would 
stay away. That doesn’t hold true 
anymore.” — Kim Getty, Adidas LA.

4http://adage.com/article/adage-encyclopedia/women-representations-advertising/98938/
5https://searchparq.com/15-of-the-most-sexist-marketing-campaigns-from-the-past/
6http://tribupedia.com/vintage-ads-that-would-be-banned-today/sexist-vintage-ad-keep-her-where-she-belongs-naked-woman-with-shoe/
7https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2011/07/24/show-her-its-a-mans-world/
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Looking at the statistics mentioned earlier (‘The Female Economy’  
– page 2), women are an increasingly attractive and highly profitable 
audience to target, yet many businesses have yet to take advantage 
of the opportunity this presents. 

This view is reinforced by a recent article published by AdAge 
entitled, ‘Women: Representation in Advertising’4. The report reflects 
on how women are portrayed within the industry, and the resulting 
impact on their perceived roles and responsibilities. It states:

“Although women are depicted in various roles and statuses in 
advertising – ranging from homemaker to business executive, and 
from sex object to superwoman – it is only since the mid-20th 
Century that women have been shown in roles other than purchaser 
of domestic products.”  

Adverts implied that women should ask their husbands to purchase 
goods on their behalf.

“By late 1944, however, women were being prepared, often through 
strategically placed advertising, to give up their jobs when the 
soldiers returned home. At the end of the war, advertisers began 
once again to show women at home, sometimes going so far 
as to suggest that a working mother was not a good mother.”

Since then, there has clearly been significant progress in marketing 
and advertising, but these age-old conflicts are still reinforced. 
The social construct around the role of women may have shifted, 
but there is still a blueprint that dictates how men view women and, 
unfortunately, how women view themselves.
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When asked about the progress in the advertising industry over 
the last four decades, Ronnie Malden, Creative Director at TLC 
Marketing, said: 

“Washing powder ads were, and still are, famous for showing 
housewives who don’t work and only worry about stains on a 
Monday morning. In a recent campaign, the entire piece of work 
looks like it was shot in 1960 – women like that just don’t exist 
anymore, not modern women. If it was intentionally a parody 
then I could accept it, but it’s not.”

Malden is, of course, referring to past and recent advertising 
campaigns by South African washing powder brands that feature 
plenty of stereotypes, and no men.



Ronnie Malden – Creative Director,  
TLC Marketing
 
Ronnie Malden is an award-winning Creative 
Director with more than 20 years of advertising 
experience. She has worked in South Africa, the 
UK, and Europe for leading international agencies 
such as JWT, Lowe & Partners, Saatchi & Saatchi, 
McCann Erickson, and Ogilvy & Mather. The 
brands for which she has deftly delivered results 
include Unilever, Head & Shoulders, Nestlé, 

Kellogg’s, The Bank of Scotland, and Motorola. 
Malden counts a BAFTA, Loerie, and Gold 
American Effectiveness Award among her many 
national and international accolades.

She compares this to a campaign released by Fairy Liquid in the 
UK a few years ago. The advert showed a man doing the washing 
up and then revealed that he was, in fact, washing the engine  
parts of his car. It was a brilliant example of how brands could 
use humour to make a point, while tackling sensitive cultural  
and gender stereotypes.

“You can woo consumers with a gentle bit of humour, you don’t have 
to bully customers to use your products because, firstly, you show 
that you are modern, secondly you show the efficacy of the product, 
and thirdly you stand out from the clutter,” adds Malden.

The J. Walter Thompson Female Tribes initiative found that 85% of 
women believe that the advertising world needs to catch up with 
the real world8. Marketers need to invest in a far more meaningful 
narrative, and show depth in how they articulate their insights 
through their communications.

It is the 21st century. The plot of the homebound, washing-obsessed 
woman no longer resonates. The challenge today is to connect with 
women who have endured decades of communication through the 
lenses and perspectives of gender-based stereotypes.

8https://www.jwt.com/en/news/unpacking-gender-bias-in-advertising

Percentage of women who believe the advertising world needs to 
catch up with the real world

J Walter Thompson Female Tribes initiative 
https://www.jwt.com/en/news/unpacking-gender-bias-in-advertising

Women who agree

Women who disagree

15%

85%
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The Kellogg’s 2015 #FamilyMornings campaign is a practical and 
intuitive example of how a brand has successfully overcome deep-
seated cultural barriers. The campaign was an active response to historic 
communication around meal times and the view that a woman’s place 
was in the kitchen. For years, breakfast cereal has been advertised using 
the traditional married mother in her role of raising the perfect family 
with her 2.5 children, and happy husband. An image that hasn’t changed 
in spite of massive societal shifts and upheavals. 

The #FamilyMornings marketing campaign challenged this rhetoric by 
showing a very real view of what breakfast is like for the contemporary 
family. The work shows a well-known South African celebrity and father 
feeding his five children breakfast. It positively reinforced the valued 
presence of fathers, while simultaneously overcoming the expected 
gender norm for the category. 

This advert is a superb example of how a brand can become a social 
challenger and create new constructs within society.

Hlomla Dandala, 2015 Kellogg’s #FamilyMornings TV commercial

9https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Q7iCppUv5w 

9

The Rise
of the Social 
Challenger: 
Overcoming 
Social 
Constructs 
and Gender 
Stereotypes
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Brands that 
are Winning at 
Shifting Social 
Constructs

Under Armour
This series of advertisements challenged the social norms of how women are judged if they act outside  
the stereotype.

Castle Lite Beer Campaign
This campaign specifically and explicitly addresses the exclusive nature of the beer category and the 
communication that surrounds it.

Audi South Africa
This advertisement openly confronts labelling and celebrates the power of non-conformity. 
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The Alcohol Industry
The advertising for this sector relentlessly perpetuates the objectification of women, portraying them as little 
more than objects of beautification that are non-essential to the narrative.

The 
Categories 
Mired in 
Old Social 
Constructs

Insurance
This category continues to perpetuate gender stereotyping and social constructs, missing the opportunity to 
create conversations with all members of its audience using a far more progressive narrative. 

There are several categories 
that are falling behind when 
it comes to their use of 
dated stereotypes.



Sydney Mbhele - Chief Marketing and 
Communications Officer, Liberty Group

Sydney Mbhele is a marketer with a proven track 
record in building brands and markets across a 
variety of industries from fast moving consumer 
goods (FMCG), to telecoms and financial services. 
He has worked in sales and marketing and led 
major brands for organisations such as SABMiller, 
Unilever (both locally and globally in London), 
Nedbank, Diageo South Africa, SIMBA (Frito-Lay 
international), and Cell C. Mbhele is currently the 

Chief Marketing and Communications Officer for 
the Liberty Group, and a board member of the 
Marketing Association of South Africa.

Mbhele has an MBA from the University of 
Pretoria along with a Bachelor of Social Science 
from Cape Town, Management Advanced 
Programme and Post Graduate Diploma in 
Strategic Marketing Management from the 
University of Witwatersrand, and an Executive 
Strategy Marketing Management qualification 
from Stanford University School of Education. 

“The stratification of society, not only in South Africa, but also on a 
global level, is drawn along racial, patriarchal, and sexual lines. It is 
going to take some time to redress these,” says Sydney Mbhele, Chief 
Marketing and Communications Officer at Liberty Group. “I think we all 
talk a good game, we all know the ‘what’, but I don’t think there is clarity 
on the ‘how’. There’s intent, but few people know how to bridge the gap 
that currently exists.”

To redress these imbalances in South Africa, affirmative action was 
introduced. It was an identifiable strategy, and a tangible piece of work 
that was implemented to ensure the systematic change of the dynamics 
of society. While it can be argued that the face of corporate is indeed 
changing, more changes are required when it comes to women.

“I think this is because we are still reeling from the residual impediments 
in our minds, and the residual paradigms that make us deal with things 
differently when we are dealing with women,” Mbhele adds.



Page 12 www.ywood.co.za © 2018 YELLOWWOOD. All rights reserved. 

There is power in innovating for a segment that 
has an unmet need, and being at the forefront of 
building a strategic vision around a category that 
remains underwhelmed and underdeveloped.

Some companies have recognised this and 
created campaigns that are redefining the 
industry and perceptions.

One such company is Ellevest10. This global 
investment platform has successfully built its 
business model around a clear focus on women 
and their unique goals, ambitions, and needs. 
Created by Sallie Krawcheck, a Wall Street 
alumnus, Ellevest is an online digital investment 
platform that provides investors with a 
personalised investment portfolio structured 
around their individual requirements. The tool asks 
women to input their life goals in five easy steps, 
and then develops a customisable plan around 
them. 

According to Ellevest, 86% of investment advisors 
are men with an average age of 50+. So, the 
‘gender neutral’ investment industry tends to 
default to men’s salaries, career paths, preferences, 
and lifespans.
 
The Ellevest investment model is structured around 
the premise that female investors tend to base their 
life goals on factors such as starting a business, 
buying a home, having children, and retiring 
comfortably. These goals tend to differ, or are 
perceived as differing, from those of most men. 

“Your salary is different, and not how you’d think.
How much you earn determines how much you 
can invest toward your goals - and this differs 
drastically for women and men over their careers.

Only we factor in these differences to give 
you a better chance of reaching those goals,” 
says Ellevest.

Age
30

Age
35

Age
40

Age
45

Age
50

Age
55

Age
60

Women’s salaries
peak at 40

Men’s salaries
peak at 55$120k 

$110k 

$100k 

$90k

Salary differences by gender in today’s dollars.
From age 30, both have a bachelor’s degree 
and start with a salary of $85k.

www.ellevest.com

Innovating 
For 
Women

10https://www.ellevest.com



This serves to highlight the importance of 
innovating around what influences and inspires 
women from the perspective of women not what 
the industry thinks that women want or need.

84years average lifespan
90years of money

87years average lifespan
84years of money
3years shortfall

www.ellevest.com

Because of the gender pay gap, she’ll have about 
$320,000 less when they retire at 67.

So her money could last 6 years less than his, even 
though she’s likely to live 3 to 5 years longer.

At age 67, she’ll have
$1.07m

At age 67, he’ll have
$1.4m

‘Gender-Neutral’ Investing Fails Women
A retirement scenario for a man and a woman, 
both 30 years old with bachelor’s degrees, earning 
$85,000 and investing 10% of their salaries.



Building 
Business 
Around 
Women

Men are more inclined to take 
risks than women. This is a finding 
that has been replicated across 
numerous bodies of research 
over the years, attributing the 
difference in risk appetite between 
men and women to economic and 
evolutionary factors. A study by 
Mara Mather, Nichole R. Lighthall 
et al11, published by the US 
National Library of Medicine and 
National Institute of Health, found 
that this gender difference is often 
exacerbated by stress. Male risk-
taking increases in times of stress, 
whereas female risk-taking tends 
to decrease.

There are two learnings that can 
be taken from this analysis. The 
first is that there should not be 
any negative perceptions around 
these differences in risk appetite. 
The one is not better than the 
other, rather they complement 
one another and highlight the 
roles taken by the masculine and 
the feminine across evolution and 

time. The second is that these 
gender differences ignite different 
brain activities when the mind 
determines how to manage risk 
and prepare for action.  
This finding is a vital insight11 into 
the mind of the woman, especially 
in light of high-stress levels in 
the modern workplace.

1st for Women insurance is 
an example of a business that 
has built its offering around this 
insight. It has recognised what is 
meaningful to women and used 
this to its advantage. In their 
2017 ‘Always Ready, Just in Case’ 
campaign, 1st for Women tapped 
into the insight that women carry 
everything with them, just in 
case. They have an assortment 
of essential items pocketed 
away in bags, jackets, and cars. 
In their communication, their 
understanding of this behaviour is 
recognised and applauded.
 
 

“We often think about leaving 15 
minutes early in case there’s traffic. 
We may even pack two bags for a 
trip, just in case it’s rainy and cold, 
and we research things before 
we do them. Truth is, we just like 
to be prepared for any possible 
situation. It makes us feel secure 
and confident that we can do 
anything because we’ve prepared 
for it, like having someone we 
can call if our child isn’t feeling 
well at 3am in the morning, or if 
we need a lawyer to look over a 
new contract, or want someone 
to wait with us if our car breaks 
down in the middle of nowhere. 
That’s why when you insure with 
1st for Women, we cover all these 
things and more. So that you’re 
always ready.”12

There is a need for more 
businesses to apply this insightful 
approach to their campaigns and 
communications, especially when 
innovating for, and communicating 
to the women of today.

11https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2948784/
12https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eJ-eOrvjuGc





Women In 
Business



Employee engagement is at a 
staggering global low. A recent 
report by Gallup, a research-
based, global performance 
management organisation13,  

found that 87% of employees 
are not engaged at work. Gallup 
defines employee engagement 
as those employees who ‘are 
involved in, enthusiastic about, 
and committed to their work and 
workplace’. The kind of employee 
that the organisation needs to 
grow and thrive sustainably, 
especially as the Millennials enter 
the workplace and bring with 
them a vastly different approach 
to the working environment than 
previous generations. They want to 
be engaged, happy, and fulfilled. 
The Gen Xer was inspired by 
shoulder pads and neon – they 
wanted to work hard, party hard, 
and climb high. 

This shift in employee engagement 
criteria means that companies 
are undergoing a crisis that many 
aren’t even aware of – they are 
facing a very real problem that 
needs to be solved using a very 
human approach.

A 2015 UK Independent report14, 
based on more than 40 years 
of research, found that women 
are better at engagement in 
the workplace than their male 
counterparts. The study analysed 
responses from 27 million 
employees, and the result? Female 
bosses generally outperformed 
men when it came to encouraging 
employee engagement.
 
Employees with female managers 
were more likely to answer ‘yes’ to 
the following statements:

• There is someone at work who  
 encourages my development

• In the last six months, someone  
 has talked to me about my   
 progress

• In the last seven days, I have  
 received recognition or praise  
 for doing good work

Interestingly, men showed fewer 
of these behaviours. But what’s the 
point? Why does the organisation 
need to pay attention to the 
engagement, the human, and 
the feminine in the business?
The answer lies in the statistics, 
research shows that companies 
with highly engaged workers 
outperform their competitors by 
147% in earnings per share15. This 
agenda to propel women into 
senior positions in business should 
not be just about ticking the box 
of representation; it should be a 
strategic decision to ensure better 
business and sustainable growth.
In their 2018 report: “Time to Talk: 
What Has to Change For Women 
at Work,” PwC16 surveyed nearly  
4 000 women from around the 
world to unlock the essential 
elements that business leaders 
need to focus on when it comes 
to women, their careers, and the 
business sector. 

The report found:
“Organisations need to break away 
from historical behaviours and 
embrace a holistic approach to 
diversity, which means addressing 
these three essential areas – 
transparency and trust, strategic 
support, and life and family care 
options – simultaneously in order 
to produce the kind of healthy 
ecosystem that gives greater 
satisfaction and fulfilment for 
women and in turn will lead 
to greater success for their 
employers.”

Women
as Drivers
of Employee 
Engagement

13https://www.gallup.com/services/190118/engaged-workplace.aspx
14https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/women-one-trait-better-bosses-engagement-study-gallup-report-a7692371.html
15https://www.gallup.com/services/190118/engaged-workplace.aspx
16https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/about/diversity/iwd/international-womens-day-pwc-time-to-talk-report.pdf



Page 18 www.ywood.co.za © 2018 YELLOWWOOD. All rights reserved. 

The report found that 45% of women believe that an employee’s diversity 
status – gender, ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation – can be a barrier to 
career progression in their organisation.

Barriers to engagement  
60%17 of all students in higher education are women, yet we don’t see this 
representation in business. It is incredibly important to find out where this 
drop-off occurs in their career trajectory. According to a McKinsey report, 
only 5%18 of organisations in the private sector in Africa have a female Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO). In South Africa, a 2017 Bain report19 found that 31% of 
South African companies had no female representation in any senior leadership 
roles, and that only 7% of executive directors in the entire country were women.

Women have to work that much harder to achieve recognition in the workplace.

Tsakani Ratsela – Deputy 
Auditor-General of South Africa

Tsakani Ratsela is the Deputy 
Auditor-General of South 
Africa, and the first South 
African woman to be appointed 
to this executive position in the 
organisation’s 103-year history. 
She is a qualified Chartered 
Accountant with more than 15 
years of experience across the 
private and public sectors. Her 
skills and expertise are diverse, 
spanning auditing, corporate 
advisory, development finance, 
investment management, 

and skills development. Her 
participation on numerous 
corporate boards and strategic 
committees, such as the South 
African Institute of Chartered 
Accountants (SAICA), Aberdare 
Cables, and the Public 
Investments Corporation, to 
name a few, has seen her 
develop a wealth of governance 
experience and provide 
valued guidance. Ratsela is 
a passionate advocate and 
actively contributes to the 

growth and transformation of 
the accountancy profession. 
She plays a significant 
role in incredibly relevant 
organisations that include 
Business Unity South Africa, the 
Presidential Advisory Council on 
BEE, African Women Chartered 
Accountants, the Association 
for the Advancement of Black 
Accountants of Southern Africa 
and the CA Charter Council, 
and is a voice for women and 
their growth in the country.

5%

5/100

Female CEOs in 
private sector 
organisations 

31%

31/100

of South African 
companies have 
no female 
senior leadership 
representation

7%

7/100

Female 
executive 
directors in 
South Africa



17https://www.iol.co.za/business-report/university-graduation-numbers-are-on-the-rise-statssa-12109853
18https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Featured%20Insights/Women%20matter/Women%20matter 
  %20Africa/Women%20Matter%20Africa%20August%202016.ashx
19http://www.bain.com/publications/articles/gender-disparity-in-south-africa.aspx
20http://www.gsb.uct.ac.za/po-no-woman-should-be-expected-to-be-superwoman

The challenge is to find a way through the 
complexities of the gender debate, while smoothing 
over the proverbial ruffled feathers that have 
fluffed up thanks to arguments, anxiety, and legacy 
perceptions. The rise of feminism and women’s 
rights within the workplace has also seen a rise in 
men’s rights organisations and movements. Both 
sides feel threatened.

“In the work that we do with organisations on their 
businesses, we have found that people tend to view 
life from an ‘absolute perspective’,” explains Ross 
Orwin, Organisational Change Expert and Director 
at Heartstyles. 

“The mere fact that we are empowering women has 
a lot of men feeling disempowered, and so that is 
probably one of the biggest fears facing men.”

This gloomy outlook is further reinforced by 
research and history. In New Zealand, Prime 
Minister, Jacinda Aldern20 is only the second  
woman in history to have a child while in office.  
In an interview with the BBC she said:

“I am no Superwoman, nor should any woman 
be expected to be Superwoman. We achieve what 
we achieve through grit, determination, and help.”
Aldern added that she believed women could have 
it all, but they should not have to achieve this alone.

In South Africa, the Deputy Auditor-General of 
South Africa, Tsakani Ratsela, argues:

“I have seen a lot of women opt out of partnerships, 
corporates, and senior management roles because 
they have come to the point where they have felt it 
is just not worth it. I think we are expecting women 
to fight too hard to move up the corporate ladder. 
What we’re seeing now is a number of young female 
Chartered Accountants (CAs) who are serving on 
boards as non-executive directors, rather than 
taking full-time executive roles.”

A commentary by anthropologist Melinda Barnard 
adds deeper insight into this important topic. She 
says,

“You know, if you’re a mom or a woman in the 
workplace, you’re often looked at as having other 
obligations, work is often not seen as your primary 
focus. We need to address this kind of stigma, which 
still persists.”

Melinda Barnard
Anthropologist

Melinda Barnard is experienced in immersive 
business research through anthropological 
methodology. She focuses on economic 
anthropology, corporate culture, and the 
impact of economics on urban growth, 
development, migration, and societies. 
She holds a BA Honours in Linguistics and 
Anthropology, a BA Honours in Publishing 
Studies, and a Masters of Arts in Social and 
Cultural Anthropology. She is currently 
pursuing her PhD.





Basani Maluleke – CEO, African Bank

As the CEO of African Bank, Basani Maluleke has been an integral part of executing the financial 
institution’s turnaround strategy. She has more than 10 years of financial services experience having 
worked for firms such as Edward Nathan Friedland, FirstRand’s RMB division, and across a variety of 
FNB divisions. She was also the Executive Director of Transcend Capital, a company that specialises in 
black economic empowerment ownership. Maluleke holds a BCom LLB degree from the University of 
Cape Town, and an MBA from the Kellogg School of Management. 

Ross Orwin – Director, Heartstyles

Ross Orwin is a Director at Tidal | Shifting Behaviour and an Executive at 
Heart Styles. Previously a Leadership Consultant at Willowleaf, he is also one 
of the Founders of RedVenture, he has also worked at Decisioneering, and 
was a Facilitator and Coach at Achievement Concepts. He studied IT and 
Marketing at Damelin and holds an Advanced Certificate in Business 
Coaching from VIP Leadership and the Strategic Coaching Institute. 

The slow progress of women in organisations is 
often misunderstood. It is generally perceived as 
the result of a lack of ambition, a lack of interest 
in building a career, and the result of a woman’s 
desire to build a family and a home. This has 
resulted in conflict.

The reasons behind the lack of representation 
have been diluted and misunderstood, resulting 
in the situation deteriorating into a war of 
attrition with men fighting to maintain power 
and women actively alienating men. This can 
be seen in the rise of movements such as 
Womxn and Womyn – two of the most 
commonly used substitutes for the suffixes  
‘men’ or ‘man’ at the end of the words  
‘women’ or ‘woman’.

Barnard says: “Feminism isn’t about women 
being better or getting more ... the aim is about 
being accepted at the same proverbial table 
that men sit at in business and about having a 
voice that’s heard at the table.”

The problem is that there are barriers to 
communicating this message across that table 
and the growing gender divide.

It is absolutely essential that the business not 
overlook the importance of having conversations 
around gender diversity in their organisations. And 
for them to be honest and transparent around the 
reasons why there aren’t many, if any, women at the 
table and how their culture or organisation has  
created and perpetuated this.

Basani Maluleke, CEO of African Bank, concludes: “It 
would be a milestone if, when sitting in a boardroom 
and the meeting is about to begin, someone was to 
ask which voices were missing. There needs to be a 
heightened awareness and maybe businesses will need 
to put signs up in every boardroom that say,  
“Who is the missing voice at this table?” It’s not going 
to happen magically, it has to be intentional.”
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The first and most important 
message is that the empowerment 
of women is not the 
disempowerment of men. The data 
does not suggest that men need to 
be removed in order for women to 
progress, rather it is about 
ensuring that the systemic biases 
that have prevented women from 
progressing in organisations are 
actively removed. As businesses 
grow they should be creating more 
opportunities for both genders 
and at the moment, this is not 
necessarily the case.

The second message is that men 
are key to unlocking this change 
and shifting social constructs. It is 

essential that they actively drive 
diversity in their organisations and 
conversations. However, this will 
only happen if it is universally 
recognised that these 
conversations are important and 
that these changes will result in 
better business performance.

Men could use their voices to drive 
the right kinds of conversation. 
They need to ask why there are 
no women in their organisation. 
They need to examine any 
gender-based bias, regardless 
of whether it is conscious or 
unconscious, that may exist in 
the workplace and challenge it. 
Whether that bias lies with the 

women or the men, it needs to 
be acknowledged and changed.

Businesses are not exempt. 
They too need to understand 
and accept that interaction with 
individuals cannot be generalised 
based on gender and outdated 
perceptions. But it is men who 
can potentially shift the old 
conversations and stereotypes 
away from the workplace with 
their commitment to this level 
of change.

What is the 
Role of Men?



We have developed a methodology and an equation that is designed to support businesses in spearheading 
progression and empowerment of women. The equation provides businesses with tools needed to determine 
how far they are along the road to female empowerment. Below is an open equation based on specific factors 
and variables that are denoted based on their significance and their contribution to the progression of women 
in the workplace.

Each variable is scaled from 1 to 5, with 1 being ‘Extremely poor’ and 5 being ‘Excellent’. All variables add  
up to a total of 25, which is used as a denominator. The closer the total score is to 1, the greater the 
empowerment of women in the organisation. More variables can be added as per their significance, 
importance, and contribution to the progression of women.

The Female
Equation

Applied example:
The example outlined below showcases an organisation that has a very poor rating in driving the progress of 
women in their organisation. To achieve a healthy score, the company would need to implement significant 
remedial measures. 

Critical improvements in each variable are needed to build a workplace that is more amenable to and 
supportive of women.

W = 0-0.3 = Poor, 0.4-0.6 = Mediocre, 0.7+ = Good

W  =  
2 + 3 + 0 + 1 + 2

25

Scale of measurement:
1 – Extremely poor
2 – Poor
3 – Neither good nor bad
4 – Very good
5 – Excellent

10%-20% = 1
21%-30% = 2
31%-40% = 3

41%-50% = 4
51%+ = 5

Percentage of women in the organisation 

Percentage of women in leadership 

How robust are your policies that prohibit 
discrimination and any form of gender 
stereotyping?

How impactful are your initiatives within 
the organisation to progress women?

How effectively are incidences related 
to gender reported and resolved in the 
workplace?

X1

X2

X3

X4

X5

W  =  
X1 + X2 + X3 + X4 + X5

25

W  =  An organisation’s scale of measurement when it comes to 
actively driving the progression of women.

W  =  8/25 = 0.3 = Poor
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Based on our analysis, it is clear 
that women are indeed better for 
business. Whether this be as a 
source of revenue, or as an integral 
part of organisations whose voice 
is clearly heard, women have the 
ability to significantly impact the 
performance of business and by 
extension, the economy at large.

The empowerment of women 
on a country-wide scale 
requires commitment from both 
government and the private sector. 
It is the government that has to 
play a pivotal role in the broader 
progression and protection of 
women, but media and society 
have a significant responsibility 
towards driving this agenda. 
If progress is to be made, these 
dual responsibilities have to be 
recognised and highlighted so 
everyone becomes part of 
the empowerment conversation. 

The right messages must be communicated, and the fears shared 
by both genders must be addressed through open dialogue going 
forward. It is only through communication and transparency 
that trust can be built, and old stereotypes and outdated beliefs 
discarded in favour of a more inclusive and empowered business 
ecosystem. A more relevant and innovative approach is required 
when communicating with women via the power of media and the 
influence of advertising.

Conclusion

BusinessSociety

Media

Sweet spot for  
the progression

of women



Guidelines to 
Driving the 
Progression of 
Women in Your 
Organisation

Step 1: 
Stop reinforcing gender-based social 
constructs and stereotypes

Step 2: 
Be a social challenger

Step 3:
Create new narratives

Step 4:
Innovate for women

Step 5:
Be the voice that starts  
progressive conversations
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