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The role of higher education 
in the development of 
financial literacy skills of 
small business owners in 
South Africa

Abstract

South Africa faces a critically high unemployment rate due to 
poor educational attainments and socio-economic disadvantages. 
The critical need for job creation demands a renewed look at 
entrepreneurial endeavours. Higher education institutions (HEIs) 
are critical in producing knowledge for society. Innovative ways 
of supporting entrepreneurial learning are required to bridge 
the financial knowledge gap of educationally marginalised 
socio-economic groups, such as small business owners from 
impoverished communities. The study aimed to gain insights into 
the perceptions of small business owners and ascertain the role of 
HEIs in developing financial literacy skills of small businesses. Data 
was collected from twelve small business owners who participated 
in a two-day financial literacy workshop. A phenomenological 
and mixed-method approach was applied to gather quantitative 
and qualitative data through questionnaires. Challenges faced 
by small business owners and the dire need for financial literacy 
were identified, suggesting an urgent role for HEIs to equip small 
business owners with the tools necessary to run their businesses 
effectively. Immense value was derived from the financial literacy 
workshop, which suggests that HEIs have a role in providing 
appropriate but tailored training to participants who often do not 
have an educational background. 

Keywords: financial literacy; entrepreneurship; small business 
owners; community engagement. 

1.	 Introduction
The challenges of the high unemployment rate in South 
Africa need urgent attention to get South Africa’s economy 
back on track (Musara, et al., 2020). Alvarez and Barney 
(2014) suggest that these challenges can be addressed by 
increasing entrepreneurship activity. According to Bruton, 
Ahlstrom and Obloj (2008), entrepreneurship in emerging 
economies such as South Africa has a role in contributing 
to solving significant societal problems.

In South Africa, government policies are concentrating 
efforts targeted at entrepreneurial growth due to the clear 
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benefits of job creation and economic development in addressing social issues (Andretsch 
et al., 2007). The government’s efforts include encouraging the growth of small businesses 
through policies and tackling barriers to entry (SEDA, 2022). The reality, however, is that South 
Africa, relative to other emerging economies, has lower entrepreneurial activity measures 
(GEM, 2023). The lower entrepreneurial activity could be ascribed to insufficient training 
and therefore low levels of entrepreneurial skills, which are regarded as crucial components 
in the development of entrepreneurship (Adendorff et al., 2013; Brière et al., 2014). Small 
and micro-enterprises in South Africa face significant sustainability and expansion threats 
(Derbyshire & Fouché, 2018). Limited access to financial resources and insufficient skills 
and knowledge for managing their small businesses present numerous challenges for these 
businesses (Derbyshire & Fouché, 2018). Small businesses in developing countries such as 
South Africa will likely experience a failure rate of 70-80% within the first five years of startup 
(Bushe, 2019).

Despite massive social, economic, and educational reform, South African society continues 
to exist along stark lines of deep inequality, inequity, and opportunity (Mathebula, 2019). 
Persons from previously underprivileged backgrounds in South Africa suffer from inadequate 
education, scarce information, and resources, all impacting how they perceive and engage 
with the world (Mathebula, 2019). South Africa has a positive correlation between education 
level and the likelihood of launching an opportunity-based business (Ardagna & Lusardi, 
2010). Muhanna (2007) posits that one of the major solutions to driving entrepreneurship in 
South Africa lies in the availability of role models and the development of social networks.

Within the context sketched here, higher education policies in South Africa require HEIs 
to generate new knowledge, become socially conscious concerning community development, 
and produce graduates who can think critically and act as responsible members of society 
(RSA, 1997). The idea that HEIs have a critical role in producing economically active citizens 
is global (Maurrasse, 2002). Due to its social mission and the inherent historical interaction 
between research, teaching, and service, HEIs, relative to existing established businesses, 
might be better equipped to help small business owners from underprivileged and marginalised 
communities with financial literacy skills (Maurrasse, 2002). Hence, the interest of this study is 
to gain insights into the experiences and perceptions of a sample of small business owners, 
to ascertain the role of HEIs in the development of financial literacy skills of small businesses, 
which forms the basis of this study.

We commence by providing conceptual clarity of financial literacy. Thereafter, we examine 
the existing literature on small businesses in South Africa and pay particular attention to the 
challenges typically encountered as a stepping stone to understanding the role HEIs can 
play in the development of financial literacy skills of small businesses. These discussions 
are followed by the study presentation involving 12 business owners who participated in a 
workshop on financial literacy offered by a HEI. 

2.	 Financial literacy
Financial literacy is the ability of an individual or a group to make informed decisions by 
comprehending financial concepts (Ayandibu & Ayandibu, 2024). Business owners frequently 
participate in decision-making processes about resource acquisition, allocation, and utilisation 
(Kojo Oseifuah, 2010). Despite its importance in effective decision-making, financial literacy 
continues to pose a significant challenge among small business owners in South Africa (Brijlal 
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et al., 2014). Ultimately, the level of financial understanding and the use of financial statements 
in making management decisions often determine the success of these small businesses 
(Dahmen & Rodríguez, 2014). 

3.	 Challenges facing small business owners in South Africa
For this study, small business owners are defined as businesses with a workforce of no more 
than five employees (Act 26 of 2003, RSA). The small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) 
are regarded as the driving force in economic growth and job creation in developed and 
developing countries (Sunter, 2000). According to Thornhill and Amit (2003), small business 
owners often lack experience and training in managing their businesses, and as a result, 
they cannot meet the future needs of society. This lack of financial skills significantly impacts 
small businesses (Msomi & Olarewaju, 2021). The main reasons for their failure are the lack 
of business management skills and financial literacy (Eniola & Entebang, 2015), confirming a 
critical need for financial literacy. Small businesses also face internal challenges such as lower 
levels of education, financial difficulties, inadequate accounting systems, inappropriate pricing 
techniques, limited innovation, and a lack of technical guidance (Mhlongo & Daya, 2023). 

The unemployment landscape in South Africa exacerbates these challenges. Despite 
being considered one of Africa’s largest economies, South Africa’s unemployment rate was 
33.5% in quarter two of 2024 (Statistics South Africa, 2024). As per the National Development 
Plan (NDP), the goal is to reduce unemployment to 6% by 2030 (RSA NPC, 2011). 
Entrepreneurship and small business development are solutions to economic growth and job 
creation (Erdem & Erdem, 2011).

4.	 The role of higher education institutions in assisting small business 
owners

The 1997 White Paper on Higher Education in South Africa states that universities are 
responsible for the intellectual development of students, “to combat social inequality,” to meet 
society’s development demands, and to educate students for the labour force (RSA, 1997:3). 
It further states that HEIs have a role “to prepare socially conscious and critical citizens” and 
“to contribute to the production of knowledge” (RSA, 1997:3). Despite these explicit roles, 
persistent tension exists surrounding the aim of a public university, as shown by the multitude 
of competing but coexisting narratives about what universities should achieve in a South 
African society (Swartz et al., 2019). In South Africa, social justice is a major priority in higher 
education, necessitating redistribution toward socio-economic groups that continue to be 
economically and educationally marginalised. 

Policymakers and citizens are increasingly expecting HEIs to contribute to society in 
ways beyond their unquestionable economic impact (Cinar, 2019). HEIs are therefore under 
pressure to address societal challenges in the regions where they are located (Cinar, 2019). 
As a result, social innovation initiatives by HEIs concentrate on issues related to social welfare 
distribution and structural imbalances, attempting to address fundamental societal needs 
(Benneworth & Cunha, 2015). HEIs that provide services to small businesses have been 
moving away from the more conventional ways of delivering education and toward supporting 
entrepreneurial learning through more creative solutions (Zhang & Hamilton, 2009). Currently, 
HEIs assist the South African government in setting policies for assisting small business 
owners (GEM, 2023). In many instances, HEIs also arrange for lecturers and seminars and 
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provide resources (library and web), business incubators, network opportunities, financial 
support, and technology transfer (Viviers et al., 2013). However, these services are often 
provided to graduates and not to small business owners from lower-income groups. Although 
the literature refers to the need for training of small business owners, it is limited in terms 
of the provision of financial literacy training by HEIs for small business owners from lower-
income groups, highlighting the potential contribution of this study.

5.	 Conceptual framework
This study was grounded in a dual theoretical perspective, as supporting perspectives used 
to explain HEIs’ role in providing financial literacy training to small business owners. The first 
perspective of this study may be explained by stakeholder theory, wherein a stakeholder is 
an “identifiable group” or “individual” who has the potential to either influence or be influenced 
by the achievement of a company’s goals (Freeman, 1984). The goal of higher education 
includes community service in addition to teaching and research, necessitating the formation 
of partnerships with stakeholders and the communities they serve (Jongbloed et al., 2007). 
Community engagement is defined as the solidarity between HEIs and the communities they 
serve, which is aimed at meeting the developmental needs of the communities in which they 
are located (Bender, 2008). Bender (2008) argues that the value of community engagement 
lies in its ability to revitalise the academic environment, redefine scholarship, and involve the 
public in discussions about the present and future roles of higher education. The quality and 
extent of a HEI’s commitment to its community of stakeholders is a determining factor in the 
legitimacy of higher education in society, and it goes beyond simple contact maintenance 
(Jongbloed et al., 2007). The government requires universities to support socio-political 
and economic change (Reddy, 2004). Universities are meant to be successful “corporate 
enterprises” producing graduates who will guide South Africa into a competitive international 
market (Reddy, 2004). Given that HEIs are seen as essential to the community ecosystem, 
they must consider the development of skills training (Ontong et al. 2022). Ontong et al. 
(2022) explain that HEIs must engage all stakeholders to foster social change, inclusivity, and 
empowerment. This perspective is necessary in understanding the role of HEIs in contributing 
their resources toward skills development in uplifting stakeholders, such as small business 
owners, in terms of financial literacy, as explained by the objective of this study. 

A second perspective of this study can be explained by human capital theory (HCT), which 
holds that by investing in health, education, and training, people and societies can increase 
their productivity and achieve better economic results (Becker, 2009). According to HCT, 
education is an investment because it increases a person’s productivity and earnings (Tan, 
2014). HCT therefore emphasises the value of making human capital investments to promote 
personal and economic development (Becker, 2009; Cohen & Soto, 2007; Psacharopoulos & 
Patrinos, 2004). Universities are supposed to promote the general welfare and develop critical 
citizens for a thriving democracy (Reddy, 2004). The lens of HCT is important in understanding 
the outcomes of this study, which sought to understand the value derived from the financial 
literacy education from a HEI and therefore the role HEIs have in contributing to the financial 
competency and effective operation of small businesses.

6.	 The development of a financial literacy workshop
A financial literacy workshop and social impact initiative was formed in partnership with a 
South African university and the Incarcerated Nations Network (INN). This global network 
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supports innovative prison reform (INN, 2020). The workshop took place in May 2024 at a 
university in South Africa and consisted of 12 small business owners from low-income areas, 
some of whom had previously been incarcerated. Considering the importance of securing 
employment opportunities through entrepreneurship, the financial literacy workshop was 
developed to empower all participants, whether having been incarcerated or not, to run their 
small businesses more effectively.

As both a teaching and social impact initiative, the workshop aims to bridge the knowledge 
gap, and it provides a link between teaching and social impact requirements, thereby 
contributing to the existing body of literature regarding the involvement of higher education 
in the empowerment of small business owners. The workshop theme was financial literacy 
and covered content on the introduction to financial accounting, taxation and auditing and 
presentations by lecturers who also have small businesses.

The following learning outcomes were envisaged for the participants at the end of the 
workshop: 

•	 Engage effectively with the course material to solve real-business problems.

•	 Have a basic understanding of accounting concepts and be able to interpret basic financial 
statements.

•	 Have a basic understanding of taxation applicable to a small business.

•	 Perform basic taxation calculations for their small business.

•	 Have a basic understanding of risk and controls applicable to various business cycles.

The two-day financial literacy workshop offered experiential learning as described by Kolb’s 
experiential learning cycle (Kolb et al., 2014), allowing participants to gain practical experience, 
reflect on their actions, connect their experiences to theoretical knowledge, and experiment 
with new strategies. This approach can potentially assist small business owners in fostering 
deeper understandings and equipping them with actionable insights and skills. The workshop 
aimed to improve the participants’ skills in financial literacy to develop their business skills, 
thus contributing to the success of their businesses. Despite being a higher education offering, 
the workshop material and objectives were tailored for the small business owner audience, 
given their limited higher education background, experience, and competencies. The research 
team consisted of persons administering the workshop project and teaching the content. In 
addition to the material already provided by the university, the team of lecturers collaborated 
with multiple academic sources to create the content.

The workshop’s objectives are to empower small business owners through education 
and to rehumanise learning by emphasising its social, ubuntu-focused aspects, such as 
community building and collaboration. The study aimed to gain a better understanding of the 
perceptions of the experiences of participants of a financial literacy workshop offered by a 
HEI, thereby clarifying the role of HEIs in shaping the development of financial literacy skills 
of small business enterprises.

7.	 Research methods and design
A mixed-method approach was adopted for the study by using questionnaires that comprised 
Likert-scale questions for a quantitative analysis and open-ended questions for a qualitative 
analysis. Qualitative analysis by means of thematic analysis and coding of responses was 
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undertaken. Quantitative data, obtained through a Likert-scale question, were analysed in a 
bar graph (see Figure 1). The Likert-scale question, used as question 9 of the questionnaire, 
was categorised in four major groupings, namely “Did not add value”, “Added limited value”, 
“Added a moderate amount of value”, and “Added significant value”. These groupings were 
used to compare the participants’ opinions regarding the level of value added for each 
topic during the workshop. The open-ended questions are presented in the findings and 
discussion section. Participants were required to complete the questionnaires after the final 
workshop sessions.

A phenomenological approach was used to gather data on the participants’ subjective 
experiences through questionnaires. The questions, which were based on Rolfe, Freshwater 
and Jasper’s (2001:1-12) reflective framework, were developed to understand participants’ 
perceptions of the role of HEIs in providing financial literacy training to small business 
owners from previously disadvantaged areas. Phenomenological studies aim to investigate 
human experiences by examining the descriptions provided by those involved in or who are 
considered to have first-hand experience of the phenomenon (Nieswiadomy, 2011:54). A 
phenomenological approach was chosen because the primary goal of phenomenology is to 
capture the full meaning of the participants’ own subjective experience in their own words 
(Nieswiadomy, 2011). The advantages of using a phenomenological approach in qualitative 
research is stressed by Høffding, Martiny & Roepstorff (2022). The subjective nature of the 
perceptions of a financial literacy-related skills workshop is considered a new research area 
in which limited research has been conducted. This approach was therefore regarded as the 
most appropriate to deal with a novel research phenomenon (Simon & Goes, 2011:1). The 
questionnaire was further adapted based on Ontong et. al (2022), who focused on the role 
of teaching business acumen in offender rehabilitation. The questionnaire was piloted with 
other workshop presenters and adapted for feedback accordingly. The presenters were also 
available during the completion of the questionnaire to assist with any questions from the 
participants. This method was hence deemed appropriate given the study’s main objective. 

8.	 Selection of research participants
Given INN’s access to previously incarcerated persons, some of whom had subsequently 
become small business owners, the authors had requested an INN liaison to identify a list of 
current and prospective small business owners from these impoverished communities needing 
assistance with financial literacy skills. The sampling process was therefore purposive. The 
only criterion to be included in the sample was being a current or prospective business owner. 
Since workshop participants had not undergone an acceptance criterion for admission to a 
tertiary offering, their educational backgrounds and competencies differed. It was therefore 
imperative to understand any gaps they may have in their knowledge to inform and clarify the 
structure, format, and content in developing future workshop material.

Males accounted for eight (67%) of the participants, and females for four (33%) of the 
participants. All participants were in the age category 25-40 years. These participants were 
small business owners for an average of zero to five years. They operated predominantly in 
the retail sector with business profiles comprising various informal businesses such as selling 
weaves, perfume, natural healing medication, meat, and electronic devices, and renting out 
informal dwellings. 
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Institutional ethical clearance was obtained from the university ethics committee. All ethical 
requirements of voluntary participation, informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity were 
met in this study. The workshop participants completed a hard copy questionnaire at the 
university where the workshop was held. 

9.	 Findings and discussion
Understanding the participants’ subjective experiences through questionnaires could aid the 
understanding of the potential role HEIs can play in the development of financial literacy skills 
of small business owners. The workshop aimed to create a unique and transformative learning 
environment where participants engaged with other small business owners and lecturers from 
a HEI, two of whom had small businesses. The first part of the discussion of the findings 
begins with understanding participants’ perceptions regarding the role of HEIs in providing 
financial literacy skills training to small business owners. This is followed by a discussion 
of the challenges these small business owners face and, accordingly, the topics HEIs can 
present to support them in addressing these challenges. This is followed by a discussion 
wherein we clarify the role of HEIs through an understanding of the format that HEI offerings 
should take and include questions asked regarding the workshop administration, such as the 
presentation and content material format, to establish whether it was suitable and relevant to 
aid the understanding of participants. Finally, in further establishing the role of HEIs in financial 
literacy education, the discussion ends with a discussion on the level of value derived from 
the various topics presented. Participants of the workshop were referred to as respondents. 

9.1	 The role of HEIs in financial literacy skills training
Understanding the role of HEIs in providing skills training to small business owners 
is demonstrated as question 1 of the questionnaire: What role do you think HEIs 
should have in providing skills training to small business owners from previously 
disadvantaged areas?

The responses illustrate the importance of training and education for the operation of 
businesses and highlight the important role that HEIs can play in uplifting small business 
owners to operate small businesses successfully and confidently (GEM, 2023). These 
sentiments are reflected in the following comments: 

You must work hard and make sure everything is in order. You cannot create a business 
without training and skills. 

It has a big positive role on small business owners because we gain skills that we didn’t 
know on how to become a business professional, and also to improve our standards in 
our business.

Overall, respondents agreed that the role of HEIs in providing skills training involves access to 
and distribution of information by raising entrepreneurship awareness; to reach more business 
owners and to create a platform, such as online platforms, where small business owners can 
access information. One respondent highlighted the need for HEIs to:

create spaces for more information so that people can learn and build their small 
businesses. 
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The need for HEIs to offer guidance on bookkeeping and how to operate a business was 
specifically identified, as stated by one respondent: 

To educate the small business owners to record all the transactions for the cash flow of 
the business. To see if their business is running at a profit or a loss. 

Ontong et al. (2022) encourage skills training development, given the essential role of HEIs in 
the community ecosystem.

9.2	Challenges facing small business owners
In understanding the role HEIs could play in addressing financial literacy education-related 
issues, question 2 of the questionnaire aimed to obtain a deeper understanding of the 
challenges small business owners faced. Questions 2 and 3 aimed to identify the topics that 
could be presented to aid those challenges and needs accordingly. Question 2 was worded 
as follows: What challenges have you experienced in running your small business, and 
what workshops can HEIs present to assist?

The main challenge highlighted was the lack of funding; therefore, respondents identified 
the need for workshops that would provide knowledge on how to source and manage funding. 
Another prominent issue that was highlighted was incorrectly combining business and 
personal costs. Participants explained they needed assistance with the record-keeping of 
these aspects: 

My challenge is to use one account instead of having a personal and business account. I 
think if the institution may gather workshops every month to have mentors who can assist 
on bookkeeping and recording all income and expenses.

Lacking a basic financial education, e.g., neglecting to keep records of my business 
transactions, lacking discipline such as drawing funds to serve personal needs. It helped 
me to be informed of controlling my business and follow up regularly, as well as doing an 
audit on my income statement.

The lack of financial literacy and business managerial skills represents some of the internal 
challenges faced by small business owners that have a significant impact on the successful 
operation of small businesses, highlighting the importance of initiatives of this nature (Msomi 
& Olarewaju, 2021; Eniola & Entebang, 2015; Thornhill & Amit, 2003; Mhlongo & Daya, 2023). 

9.3	Addressing the challenges of small business owners through 
financial literacy education

Question 3 was worded as follows: For small business owners, what topics (other than 
those covered in the financial literacy workshop) do you think are important for HEIs to 
present workshops on? Furthermore, to what extent do you require training on these?

The respondents highlighted various key issues such as the need to present workshops on how 
to formalise a business via registration, the operational aspects of a business, including record 
keeping of transactions practically on Excel, stock delays and production, conflict resolution, 
tax, risk and controls of the business, and budgeting and saving. One respondent noted: 

I think budgeting or saving – they should teach us more about it. Most of us, as small 
business owners we don’t know how to save or budget money and most of the time we 
use or save money in our pockets, and we don’t bank it or save it.
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It was also suggested that the offering should be tailored in accordance with the skills gap: 

Higher education should play a significant role in terms of addressing a gap in the market 
[by]… focus[ing] more where there is a scarcity or a lack of skill. 

Leadership skills were also identified as a need to:

Help participants in understanding and maintaining a good relationship with community.

Whilst no additional specific topics were noted, overall respondents highlighted the importance 
of these workshops in upskilling small business owners with the necessary knowledge to 
operate their businesses successfully. Furthermore, one respondent reiterated the lack of 
knowledge of small business owners and therefore the importance of extending the offering 
to other small business owners: 

Yes, it is important because there are many small business owners who don’t run their 
business in a good structure because of lack of knowledge. It should be extended 
because it is helpful to others.

Again, it was noted to be mindful of the needs of the participants, since:

for business owners from the township it is difficult to understand the terminologies used 
sometimes.

The lack of financial literacy skills contributes to the failure of small businesses and highlights 
the importance of financial literacy education in the development of small businesses (Msomi 
& Olarewaju, 2021; Eniola & Entebang, 2015).

9.4	The format of financial literacy education offerings by HEIs 
In understanding the nature of the financial literacy education in fulfilling its role by HEIs 
in this non-traditional setting wherein students have minimal to no educational background, 
questions 4 to 6 focused on the format of the HEI workshop offering itself. The relevant 
discussion was framed according to the following questions:

•	 Do you think skills training by HEIs should be in a different format from the formal training 
HEIs offer, such as formal qualifications?

•	 Were you able to understand the content being presented? If no, please explain.

•	 Do you think you can apply the knowledge you learned in the financial literacy workshop 
in your small business?

Given that some participants may not have an academic background, it was important to 
understand whether the presentation format and content were relevant and appropriate for 
the participants’ needs and whether they could translate the workshop knowledge to their 
business. It is important that HEIs that normally educate the upper quadrants of high school 
leavers, adapt their offering accordingly when upholding their responsibilities of engaging with 
their communities.

Responses were divided on whether skills training by HEIs should be in a different 
format from the formal qualification training currently offered by HEIs (question 4). Half the 
participants believed the format should not differ from the institution’s formal offering. The 
other half believed the format should differ because of respondents’ different backgrounds. 
One respondent stated: 
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Yes, first research because I’m sure our experiences are not the same and we stay in 
different environments.

Another key point that was identified was the need to tailor the offering to a more simplified 
level, given the use of unfamiliar business terminology: 

I think it should be starting from basic or low level because we are not used to some of 
the terms making it difficult for us to understand.

Yes, I think it should be different to make it simply for small business owners to grasp 
and understand …

In support of a more simplified approach, a need was expressed to alter the offering to be 
more practical than technical, and more skills- and vocational-based, with one participant 
indicating that a:

Small adjustment in the education curriculum is necessary” and further adding the 
need to “emphasise and focus on skills and training to increase the productivity of the 
individual (financial independence). Reframe the education model to aim for skill rather 
than qualification.

The need for more skills-based training is supported by Ontong et al. (2022), who identified 
a need for educational training initiatives to provide vocation-based training to incarcerated 
participants to aid their employment after being released from prison. Ontong et al. (2022) 
highlighted the importance of providing non-technical and comprehensible training tailored to 
the audience since the current HEI offering is highly technical and advanced. These findings 
indicate that lecturers and facilitators need to adapt the pedagogy applied to be introductory 
and cater to the specific challenges identified by the participants. The findings suggest the 
importance of understanding one’s audience in education and training. 

Respondents also mentioned the need for more practice-based learning relative to 
theory, the need for certification, and offering seminars. One of the respondents emphasised 
these needs: 

Launching small business seminars. Promote business entrepreneurship and equity. 
Offer skills and practical training (70%) and theory (30%).

When asked whether they were able to understand the content being presented (question 
5), 11 of the 12 participants who answered this question indicated that they were able to 
understand the content being presented, which again supports the idea that a higher education 
offering may be tailored to the needs of small business owners who do not form part of the 
traditional student cohort. One participant commented:

Yes, it was easy to understand even though the terms used were new to me. 

Comments like these indicate that the way the content was presented still made unfamiliar 
terms comprehendible, but that it can be improved to enhance understanding. 

When respondents were asked whether they thought they could apply the knowledge they 
had learnt in the financial literacy workshop in their small businesses (question 6), participants 
agreed overall that they could apply and share the knowledge they had learnt in the workshop. 
This indicates that a higher education offering can be tailored to suit the financial literacy 
needs of society and attend to a non-traditional student cohort. 
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One respondent noted that they had not previously been aware of the importance of record 
keeping and separating business and personal aspects, attesting to the value they derived 
from the workshop:

Of course, as I had on one account now, I know that I can’t use business money to my 
personal use. That is why my business is not growing.

Yes, I would, so various higher education institutions should consider the development 
of skills training.

Education largely influences the success of a small business (Zhang & Hamilton, 2009; Viviers 
et al., 2013), as reflected in the responses indicating that a lack of financial competence was 
negatively influencing their businesses. 

9.5	The value of financial literacy education offerings by HEIs
In understanding whether HEIs have a role in financial literacy education for small business 
owners, questions 7 to 8 focused on the value of the HEI workshop. The relevant discussion 
was framed according to the following questions:

•	 Did you find the workshop useful? If yes, what (if anything) did you learn from the financial 
literacy workshop? 

•	 Do you think the financial literacy workshop should be held again in the future (and why)?

When asked whether respondents found the workshop useful (question 7), all the respondents 
indicated that they found it useful, indicating the workshop’s value and evidence that HEIs do 
have a role to play in addressing financial literacy education for small business development. 
Despite the respondents’ suggestions for improvement, such as simplifying the content 
to make it easier to understand terminologies, their comments regarding the value of the 
workshop highlight the dire need for HEIs to consider an offering of this nature, given its 
impact on society. 

When asked what they had learned from the financial literacy workshop (question 7), 
respondents highlighted that they had learned the importance of record keeping and discipline 
and of separating personal expenses from business expenses, as well as how to save and 
generate a profit, basic accounting, auditing, and compliance with the South African Revenue 
Service (SARS). They had also gained a general awareness of how to run and control a 
business and to ‘think outside the box’. 

Some of the value derived from the workshop is illustrated in the responses below:

Correct! The importance of auditing your business bookkeeping. To keep record of each 
transaction, it makes it easy to have a control over your business e.g. knowing your 
internal capital, expenses and equity.

Yes, it is useful because I’ve learnt a lot in terms (of) assets and liabilities and equity the 
difference I know, the difference between debit and credit.

Yes, I find it very interesting, I have learnt lots, like when you are running a business, 
you must have records of your documents, like receipts and books, where you record 
everything that is going on in your business. I also enjoyed the auditing because I did not 
know some of the things that auditors go through.
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When asked whether participants felt the financial literacy workshop should be held again in 
the future and why (question 8), all the respondents agreed that the workshop should be held 
again. The responses suggest a vast lack of business knowledge and a willingness to learn 
the essential tools to operate a successful business. 

Yes, because there are many people out there who want to have a business, but they 
don’t have enough knowledge on how to start their business, so the workshop should 
continue again.

Yes, I think it must be held because it is making us very prepared for the challenges we 
face in the business world.

Yes, because small business owners are not aware of money things

Figure 1:	 Participant evaluation of the workshop

For the Likert scale questions (question 9), which asked respondents to rate the level of 
value derived from 1 to 4, with 4 adding significant value and one not adding value, only 
10 of the 12 participants responded. Based on Figure 1, it is evident that most respondents 
perceived the workshop topics as adding considerable value to them, reflecting the successful 
implementation of a HEI financial literacy workshop to small business owners. The results 
suggest that HEIs can provide relevant training to an audience not part of the traditional 
student cohort and provide creative solutions to entrepreneurial learning (Ontong et al., 2022; 
Zhang & Hamilton, 2009).

10.	Conclusion
Our study investigated HEIs’ role in providing financial literacy skills training to uplift small 
business owners. Participants of the workshop expressed a lack of financial literacy. They 
indicated that they often did not know how to distinguish business- and personal-related 
aspects, thus highlighting the dire need to bridge the skills gap and an opportunity for 
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additional training. The study highlighted the importance of initiatives in upskilling individuals 
who often do not form part of the traditional student cohort. For the South African higher 
education system to be transformed, a sustainable commitment to all aspects of its mandate, 
including community initiatives, is required (Bender 2008: 83). Those who do not have access 
to education are often left behind in the pool of knowledge. Given the important contribution of 
small business enterprises to the economy and society, empowering small business owners 
with financial literacy to run their businesses effectively highlights the important role of HEIs in 
society. Although the literature alludes to both the knowledge challenges experienced by small 
business owners and, separately, to the importance of education for knowledge empowerment, 
it is limited in terms of the provision of financial literacy training to small business owners by a 
HEI, which highlights the potential contribution of this study. 

Through the process of experiential learning, participants expressed the dire financial 
literacy skills gap and challenges faced, together with the immense value derived from the 
workshop, highlighting both the urgent need for and the ability of HEIs to equip small business 
owners with the financial tools they need to run their businesses effectively. Financial education 
is an essential component in fostering financial literacy that leads to small businesses’ personal 
and economic development. The study highlights the importance of HEIs extending their 
offerings to greater communities, such as small business owners, by granting them access 
to financial education, especially given their important role in the community ecosystem, 
and the importance of financial education for the success of small businesses. However, the 
development of financial literacy training should be adapted and simplified to meet the unique 
needs of participants who often do not have a secondary education. The ability of HEIs to 
provide appropriate training to participants suggests that these institutions simultaneously 
consider their important role in fulfilling their teaching and learning, research, and community 
mandates. This study is not without limitations. The responses were limited to the perceptions 
of participants in South Africa who attended the workshop. Their perceptions might differ from 
the views held by other small business owners in different phases of their lives, and from 
different backgrounds and contexts. Future research could analyse participants’ perceptions of 
the value and application of financial literacy skills in their business after workshop attendance 
as a follow-up study. 
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