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FOREWORD

The OAO Way. A Different Kind 
of Growth Partner


A
t OAO Investments, we are not just 
investors. We are Stewards of Growth, 
guided by principle, driven by purpose, 
and deeply embedded in the communities 

and companies we serve.


“Open Arms, Open Opportunities” that is our 
belief. It is how we partner: with humility, with 
courage, and with a deep commitment to enabling 
quantum leaps: from township entrepreneurs to 
industry pioneers.


Our approach fuses African ingenuity with global 
thinking. We bring strategic capital, but we also 
bring moral capital, operational depth, and a 
belief in possibility.


Whether building a tech platform in Gauteng, 
formalising a family business in the Eastern Cape, or 
uplifting a rural clinic in Limpopo, our question 
remains the same:


How do we grow in a way that outlives us?


This guide, Kwanda, begins to answer that.


Our Purpose: To Serve, Inspire and Transform Vast 
Lives


This is not a mission statement. 
It is a lived commitment.


At OAO Investments, we believe that true 
transformation does not start with capital, it starts 
with character. Our purpose drives how we engage, 
who we partner with, and what kind of legacy we 
aim to build.


Serve: We lead from the front and the ground. 
Whether building business models or building 
community trust, we are hands-on partners in the 
trenches of growth.


Inspire: We spotlight resilience, ingenuity and 
possibility. Fueling ambition in entrepreneurs, 
employees, and the communities they uplift.


Transform: Through strategic capital, operational 
support, and unwavering belief, we catalyse 
quantum leaps. Those bold, exponential shifts that 
reshape entire trajectories. We support the kind of 
change that leaves legacies.


For us, this is not about charity. It is about dignified 
empowerment. Growth that multiplies far beyond 
financials. Growth that leaves a human imprint.


Our PEERS Values

These are not wall slogans. These are lived values, 
carried into every deal, every decision, every door 

we open.


PEERS is more than an acronym. It is the ethical and 
strategic backbone of OAO Investments. When the 
pressure is on, this is what holds.


Principled 
We hold ourselves to rigorous ethical standards. 
Transparency, accountability and integrity are non-
negotiable. Whether negotiating a deal or 
mentoring an entrepreneur in a rural village.


Elegant Solutions 
Complexity is inevitable; chaos is optional. We 
design clear, scalable processes that honour both 
local context and long-term vision. Our work is as 
thoughtful as it is efficient.


Emotional Capital 
We invest in people before spreadsheets. Trust is 
earned through empathy, deep listening and 
presence. This is how we build relationships that 
endure.


Risk Awareness 
We do not fear risk as we manage it with precision. 
From financial modelling to social dynamics, we 
evaluate holistically and act boldly, not blindly.


Straight Talk 
We do not do corporate doublespeak. We speak 
plainly, truthfully and with care. Whether the 
feedback is tough or tender, it is always in service 
of growth. 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True transformation 
doesn’t start with 
capital, it starts with 
character.

“



LETTER FROM 
THE CEO


Let This Be the Quantum Leap


Dear Builder of the Future,


In society there are those who do not wait for 
permission to grow. They see what is broken and 
choose to build anyway. They feel the weight of 
history and still carry the vision forward. 
They do not wonder if growth is possible. They ask, 


“What kind of growth is worth building and leaving 
behind. What legacy am I truly creating”


This guide is for them. For you.


At OAO Investments, One Africa Odyssey, we are 
not just capital providers. We are Stewards of 
Growth, called not only to invest in possibility, but to 
shape it. 


We believe in quantum leaps. Those bold, 
exponential shifts that redraw the horizon for 
companies, communities and countries. 


We measure success not just by Return on 
Investment, but by Return on Impact. 


We are not chasing growth for growth’s sake. We 
are nurturing growth that multiplies into jobs, into 
dignity, and into legacy.


At OAO, we believe the most powerful growth is the 
kind that is engineered through clarity, culture, 
systems, and vision. And at the centre of all of this 
is one word: Kwanda.


‘Kwanda means “to grow” in isiZulu. It is more than 
a name. It is our philosophy. It means to grow with 
dignity, with purpose, and with impact. It represents 
a kind of growth that is rooted, not rushed. Human, 
not hollow. It is where capital meets character, and 
where businesses leap from potential to 
permanence.


It is the heartbeat of a business that employs 15 
people and dreams of 500. It is the quiet power of 
a founder who scales with integrity. A founder who 
understands that scaling in South Africa takes more 
than funding. It takes fortitude.


This is not a manual for the comfortable. This is not a 
deck. Not a report. This is a manifesto for the 
courageous. It is your playbook for growing boldly 
in South Africa and beyond.


Because scaling in South Africa is no small feat. Our 
entrepreneurs navigate power cuts, red tape, 
constrained capital and still, they rise. What they 

need now is not more pressure. What they need is 
partnership.


That is why we built this guide, not just to inform, but 
to equip. Not to theorise, but to empower. Inside 
these pages, you will find a compass, not a map. 
Stories, not statistics. Principles, not platitudes.


You will also find our commitment: 
To Serve, Inspire and Transform Vast Lives. 
To walk with businesses that leap, not stumble into 
the future. 
To lead not with ego, but with excellence. 
 
Let this be the moment you stop playing small. 
Let this be the quantum leap that changes 
everything. 
Let this be your Kwanda.


Kwande lapho enithathe khona! 


 
 
Zamokuhle Aja-Okorie 
CEO OAO Investments
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INTRODUCTION: 
THE CASE FOR 
GROWTH

Growth Isn’t Optional. 
It’s Oxygen



L
et’s cut to it.


If you’re not growing, you’re dying. Slowly, 
maybe, but dying nonetheless.


In South Africa, that’s not just a cliché. It’s a business 
imperative. Costs are rising, markets are shifting, 
and mediocrity is no longer affordable. You don’t 
just need to scale. You need to scale smart.


Here’s the truth. Most businesses mistake growth for 
hustle. More staff. More meetings. More chaos.


That is not growth. That is organisational heartburn.


Real growth, the kind that creates lasting impact, 
comes from clarity, culture, systems and vision. And 
that is where Kwanda steps in.


This is not a deck. Not a report. It is your playbook 
for growing boldly in South Africa and beyond. We 
will show you what scale really means, what 
investors actually care about, and how to make 
quantum leaps without losing your soul or your 
sanity.


Welcome to the blueprint.


Let’s build something that outlives us.


THE OAO LEAP 
GROWTH 
FRAMEWORK

From Stuck to Scalable: The 5 
Levers that Matter

Every South African business wants growth. But few 
have a repeatable system for achieving it.


That’s where the OAO Leap Framework comes in. 
It’s not theoretical. It’s lived. Tested. Battle-worn and 
boardroom-backed. It fuses strategic insight with 
real-world application, and it’s designed 
specifically for the nuance of our markets.


Here are the five levers we refine, unlock, and 
accelerate:


1. Market Expansion & Positioning


If people don’t know you, they can’t buy from you. If 
they don’t believe you, they won’t.


• Enter new markets with surgical precision.


• Position your brand to own space, not just 
occupy it.


• Differentiate without discounting your worth.


 
2. Operational Excellence & Scalability


Your business should be able to grow without calling 
a meeting every five minutes.


• Build processes that scale even when you’re 
asleep.


• Replace firefighting with systems.


• Use tech to reduce friction, not inflate 
overhead.


3. People & Culture


You can’t scale chaos.


• Culture eats strategy for breakfast. And then 
checks your bottom line.


• Build teams that execute. Cultures that endure.


• Hire slow. Let go kindly. Lead intentionally.


4. Innovation & Digital Transformation


Tech doesn’t replace people. It releases them.


• Automate the grunt work. Free your team for 
greatness.


• Digitise where it counts: customer journeys, 
ops, decision-making.


• If your tech isn’t helping you grow, it’s holding 
you back.


 5. Funding & Investment Readiness


Money follows momentum, but only if you’re ready.


• Know what investors really want to see.


• Learn how to value yourself before someone 
else undervalues you.


• Get your house in order and the right 
partners will knock.


So… Why This Guide?

Because South Africa needs more bold businesses 
and bold businesses need better maps.


Kwanda isn’t a brochure. It’s your growth GPS.


In the coming chapters, we’ll unpack each lever with 
founder stories, real case studies, and 
unapologetically practical advice. No fluff. No 
theory for theory’s sake.


Because growth isn’t a strategy session. It’s a street 
fight. Let’s win it together.
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Relationships are the 
heartbeat of OAO 
Investments. They are not 
just how we work, they are 
why we work. As 
Stewards of Growth, we 
believe that transformation 
happens through trust, 
collaboration, and shared 
purpose. We honour every 
connection with founders, 
teams, and communities, 
because we know that true 
progress is never a solo 
pursuit. Together, we 
don’t just go 
further, we leap.

“

Yen Choi, 

Chairman   
OAO Investments
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MARKET 
EXPANSION & 
POSITIONING
Break the Ground Before You 

Break the Market



Y
ou cannot scale what the market does not 
understand. And you should not enter 
markets you have not earned the right to 
serve.


Market expansion is not about casting a wider net. 
It is about casting a sharper one. In South Africa, 
where informal economies pulse beside global 
brands, and purchasing power varies street by 
street, the winners are those who listen, localise, and 
lead with clarity.


 1. Know Your Opportunity Before You 
Chase It

• Map the market: Where is demand shifting? 

Where is it unmet?


• Use tools like total addressable market (TAM) 
sizing, segment analysis, and channel 
mapping. Most importantly remember to 
balance the data with frontline wisdom.


• Expansion is not just about geography. It’s 
about relevance.


 2. Positioning Is Not Marketing. It’s 
Meaning.

• What makes you memorable? What makes 

you irreplaceable?


• Your value proposition should not just 
compete. It should compel.


• In a market flooded with noise, simplicity and 
focus win every time. 

 3. Compete Where You Can Win

• Avoid the “me-too” trap. Differentiate with 

intent.


• Price is a race to the bottom. Purpose is a 
race to the top.


• Study your competitors, but design for your 
customer. 

 4. Go-to-Market with Precision, Not Panic

• Test before you scale. Start with pilots, not 

promises.


• Build distribution partnerships that bring both 
reach and credibility.


• Your brand is your promise. Deliver it 
consistently. 

 5. Risk Lens: Expansion Without Dilution

• Over-expansion is a silent killer. Only scale 

what your systems can sustain.


• Understand local regulations, culture, and 
customer behaviours before entering new 
regions.


• Growth should not cost you your core.


Case Insight: Growth Beyond the 
Operating Table

A Johannesburg-based medical device company 
with a bold vision to lead, specialising in the 
manufacturing, supply, and innovation of medical 
systems. They had the expertise, the products, and 
the heart. But like many in the healthcare space, 
what they needed was a sharper lens: clarity on 
how to grow not just incrementally, but 
exponentially.


Partnering with OAO Healthcare, they moved 
beyond chasing organic growth. Through strategic 
mentorship, they began exploring funding 
alternatives and were introduced to the power of 
growth through acquisitions. Where operational 
excellence meets scalable infrastructure.


They listened deeply, refined their product line, and 
aligned their strategy with the values that mattered 
most to their stakeholders: access, precision, and 
ownership. What emerged was a business no longer 
reactive but intentional, measured not by footprint, 
but by impact.


Growth wasn’t about volume. It became about 
velocity. A quantum leap rooted in surgeon trust, 
stakeholder engagement, and market intelligence.


Questions for Reflection:

1. Where are you already winning in your 

current market?


• What are the unique strengths or 
differentiators that customers consistently 
respond to?


2. Have you mapped your market opportunity 
thoroughly?
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Do not chase every 
market. Earn the right 
to serve the right one.“



• Are there underserved or emerging segments 
that you’re not tapping into?


• How can you use frontline wisdom to 
complement market data in your expansion 
plan?


3. Does your value proposition truly resonate 
with your target audience?


• How do you communicate the unique value of 
your offering in a way that cuts through 
market noise?


4. Are you competing where you can win, or 
spreading yourself too thin?


• What does success look like in your target 
market, and how will you measure it beyond 
just revenue?


5. How prepared is your business for expansion?


• Do you have the operational systems in place 
to scale sustainably, or will growth cause 
friction?


6. What are the potential risks of over-expansion 
in your case?


• What steps will you take to mitigate these 
risks and ensure that growth doesn’t 
compromise your core business?


7. How does your brand stand out in your 
industry?


• What unique elements of your brand or 
culture will help you not just occupy market 
space but own it?


8. How are you positioning yourself for the next 
phase of growth?


• What partnerships, technologies, or 
innovations do you need to accelerate your 
market expansion with precision?


Action Steps:

• Review your market analysis: are there any 

new insights or overlooked opportunities that 
could give you a competitive edge?


• Refine your value proposition: ensure that it’s 
clear, concise, and compelling for your target 
audience.


• Strengthen your systems: ensure your business 
can handle the demands of a growing market 
without compromising quality. 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Expanding into a 
market is not about 
planting your flag. It is 
about earning your 
place. Positioning is not 
a marketing gimmick, 
it is the story your 
customers believe when 
you are not in the 
room. In a country as 
layered and complex 
as South Africa, 
winning businesses are 
not louder; they are 
clearer. They do not 
try to be everything to 
everyone. They find the 
right audience, solve 
the right problem, and 
speak with relevance, 
not noise. That is how 
brands move from 
invisible to 
irreplaceable.

“
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OPERATIONAL 
EXCELLENCE  
& SCALABILITY


The Secret to Sustainable 
Growth: Systems, Not Chaos



S
caling isn’t about adding bodies. It’s about 
adding value. 
But here’s the kicker: value doesn’t come 
from more staff. It comes from systems, the 

unseen infrastructure that keeps everything running 
when you’re not looking.


If you think growth is just about throwing more 
resources at the problem, you’re already on the fast 
track to chaos. And chaos isn’t growth. It’s a disaster 
waiting to happen.


Growth isn’t a race. It’s a marathon with sprinting 
moments and you have to build a body that can 
carry you for the long haul. And that’s why 
operational excellence is the bedrock beneath 
every great company. It’s the steady heartbeat that 
keeps the pulse strong, even when the pace 
quickens.


Real growth comes from clarity, culture, systems, and 
vision. And it starts with getting your house in order 
before the growth comes knocking.


1. Systems Don’t Just Scale, They Soar

If your business is growing, but your operations are 
stumbling, you’re just expanding problems. Scale is 
not about the number of meetings or the number of 
hires, it’s about the number of repeatable processes 
you have in place.


• Automate where you can: If you’re still 
doing manual processes in a digital world, 

you’re wasting time. From inventory to 
invoicing, there’s tech out there that can take 
the grunt work off your plate. Automate and 
elevate.


• Outsource what’s not your core: You can’t 
be everything to everyone. Get smart about 
what stays in-house and what you bring in 
expertise for. Let your team focus on growing 
the business, not doing the work you don’t 
need to do.


• Clarity, not chaos: If your team is stuck in 
operational fire drills, they’re not scaling, 
they’re surviving. Build systems that free your 
people to focus on the things that really 
matter such as building relationships, 
delivering value, and refining your product.


2. Let Data Lead, Not Guesswork
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Mitch Kurylowicz, ChipLab CEO discusses the future of semiconductor industry in Africa with Zamokuhle Aja-Okorie  

Operational excellence 
is elegant. It works 
even when no one is 
watching.
“



If you’re not using data to guide your decisions, then 
you’re taking blind leaps. And in a world where the 
ground is shifting, that’s a dangerous game.


• Know your metrics: What do you measure 
to know if you’re scaling or sinking? From 
sales to operations to employee satisfaction, 
your key metrics should not only inform your 
strategy, they should drive it.


• Test and pivot: The biggest mistake you can 
make in scaling? Thinking that what worked 
yesterday will work tomorrow. Data isn’t 
static. Use it to constantly refine your 
approach, test new assumptions, and learn 
faster than your competition.


• Your dashboard is your eyes: No more 
relying on gut feel. You need dashboards 
that provide real-time visibility across your 
business. Make decisions based on facts, not 
feelings.


3. Leadership: The Art of Scaling People, 
Not Just Processes

You can have the best systems, the smoothest 
operations, and the tightest processes, but without 
leaders, it’s all just paper and pixels. Leadership 
isn’t about titles. It’s about scaling the human side 
of the business.


• Empower decision-making: Your company 
doesn’t grow because you’re making all the 
decisions. It grows because your people are. 
Empower your team to make decisions within 
their roles and give them the tools to succeed.


• Focus on leadership development: 
Leadership isn’t just for the C-suite. Every 
level of your business should have people 
who think strategically and lead with impact. 
Invest in growing leaders at all levels of the 
organisation.


• Build a culture of continuous improvement: 
Scaling is an ongoing process. Your culture 
needs to embrace feedback, adapt, and 
evolve constantly. Make improvement not just 
a goal, but a way of life.


4. Technology: The Backbone of Scalable 
Operations

There’s no such thing as scaling without tech. If 
you’re still running on spreadsheets and manual 
systems, you’re already behind. In the modern 
economy, tech isn’t just an enabler; it’s the 
foundation that holds everything up.


• Get the right tools: Don’t just buy tech 
because it’s trending. Buy it because it fits 

your needs today and can scale with you 
tomorrow. Invest in CRM, ERP, automation 
tools, and everything that can help you 
reduce friction and increase efficiency.


• Tech is your partner, not a taskmaster: 
Technology should be working for you, not the 
other way around. Let your tools handle the 
repetitive tasks, while you focus on what truly 
drives value: your team, your customers and 
your product.


• Think scalability: If you’re still using systems 
that worked when you had 10 employees, 
they’re going to fail when you hit 100. Invest 
in scalable solutions that grow with you, not 
ones that box you in as you expand.


5. Risk Management: Scaling Without Fear 
of Falling

As you scale, risk increases but that doesn’t mean 

you need to live in fear. With the right systems and 
processes in place, you can manage risk proactively.


• Identify risks early: From financial 
mismanagement to supply chain issues, scaling 
brings new risks that need to be understood 
and addressed. Identify your risks and 
manage them before they manage you.


• Build contingency plans: You can’t predict 
the future, but you can prepare for it. Have 
backup systems, suppliers, and emergency 
plans in place, so when things go sideways, 
you’re not scrambling.


Case Insight: Seeding a New 
Industry, Catalysing Talent & Not 
Just Tech

A deep-tech training initiative with pan-African 
ambition had the right idea: upskilling the continent 
in semiconductor design. But ambition alone doesn’t 
scale especially when the model required aligning 
government, global tech players, and national skills 
agencies.
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A business that cannot 
run without you is not 
a business. It is a 
bottleneck.
“



Enter OAO Leap. Through targeted funding and a 
public-private partnership approach, the initiative 
transitioned from vision to velocity. The team built a 
national pipeline, secured high-impact partnerships, 
and launched the first phase of a training ecosystem 
designed to produce 100,000 engineers. What was 
once a bold idea became a nation-building asset 
Proof that the right capital, at the right time, doesn’t 
just fuel businesses. It builds industries.


Questions for Reflection:

1. How are your current systems supporting your 

growth? Are there processes in your business that 
can be streamlined or automated?


2. What key metrics are you tracking to ensure 
operational success as you scale?


3. Are you leveraging the right technology to scale 
efficiently, or is your tech stack holding you 
back?


4. How are you empowering your leadership team 
to manage operations at scale?


5. What risks have you encountered as you’ve 
scaled, and what plans do you have in place to 
mitigate them?


Action Steps:

• Review and document the key operational 

systems and processes that need to be scaled.


• Identify key tools or software that could 
automate or streamline your operations.


• Set up a quarterly review process to assess 
operational efficiency and make adjustments.


• Invest in leadership development programmes to 
foster a culture of operational excellence across 
your team. 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There is nothing elegant 
about hustling. Hustle 
may ignite the spark, but 
it cannot sustain the 
flame. Sustainable scale is 
not about working 
harder, but designing 
smarter, building systems 
that create consistency, 
empower teams, and turn 
reaction into rhythm. It is 
about designing smarter. 
A business that depends 
on adrenaline will 
eventually stall. But a 
business built on 
operational discipline will 
create momentum that 
endures beyond the 
founder, beyond the 
quarter, and beyond the 
noise.

“

OAO Women, The Door Openers Conference
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PEOPLE & 
CULTURE
The Heartbeat of Growth:  

Building a Team  
That Leaps with You



Y
ou don’t scale by being busy. You scale by 
having the right people. 
But here's the thing: you can’t scale if your 
team isn’t aligned with your mission, isn’t 

hungry for the journey, or isn’t equipped to face 
what’s ahead.


Jim Collins said it best in Good to Great, getting 
the right people on the bus is the most critical step 
in scaling. And that means not just hiring anyone. It 
means getting the right people in the right seats, 
ready to take on the challenges that come with 
scaling in South Africa’s unique business landscape.


But scaling people is not just about filling positions. 
It’s about cultivating leadership at every level. You 
need leaders who aren’t just at the top, they need 
to be everywhere.


1. The Right People, The 
Right Fit

Let’s be blunt: bad hires are 
more than a waste of money, 
they’re a drag on your soul. 
Don’t let anyone onboard 
who doesn’t fit your vision or 
your values.


• Values first, skills 
second: In South 
Africa, you’re not just 
hiring for today. 
You’re hiring for 
tomorrow, someone 
who will grow with you 
as the business scales. 
The right person isn’t 
just skilled they’re a 
cultural fit. Are they 
aligned with your 
purpose? Do they 
share your values? Are 
they passionate about 
transformation and impact?


• Don’t settle for “good enough”: Hiring 
because you’re desperate for someone to fill 
a role? That’s a short-term fix that’ll cost you 
long-term. Slow down in the hiring process, 
because the right hire will be the difference 
between surviving and thriving.


• Hire for potential, not just experience: 
Experience is important, but adaptability is 
essential. In a market like South Africa, where 
the economy fluctuates and the business 
environment changes fast, you need people 
who can learn quickly, think on their feet, and 
navigate uncertainty.


2. Leadership: Empowering Every Seat on 
the Bus

Leadership isn’t a title. It’s a mindset. 
In scaling businesses, it’s easy to get caught up in 
management: delegating tasks, setting deadlines, 
tracking KPIs. But real leadership? It’s about 
empowering others to lead. You need leaders in 
every corner of your company.


• Lead by example: Don’t ask your team to do 
things you wouldn’t do yourself. Walk the 
walk. Whether it’s making tough decisions or 
rolling up your sleeves to help, be the 
example your team can follow. Your actions 

will speak louder than your 
words.


•Delegate authority, not just 
tasks: Stop hoarding decisions. 
The best leaders know that to 
scale, they need to trust their 
teams. You can’t do everything, 
and you shouldn’t try. 
Empower your people to 
make decisions, to lead, and to 
create their own pathways to 
success.


•Invest in leadership 
development: It’s not enough 
to have a good manager. You 
need leaders, people who 
think strategically, act with 
purpose, and influence those 
around them. Invest in 
mentorship, training, and 
development, so your team is 
ready to lead, not just follow. 

3. Building a Culture That 
Grows with You

In South Africa, culture is everything. Your culture 
will either carry you through tough times or it will 
hold you back. Your business can’t scale without a 
strong culture of growth, collaboration, and 
resilience.


• Create a culture of feedback: Feedback is 
the lifeblood of growth. If your team isn’t 
learning from mistakes, they’re stagnating. 
Encourage honest, constructive feedback in all 
directions (upward, downward, and 
sideways). The best companies are the ones 
that continuously improve, not the ones that 
play it safe.
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The heart of a scalable 
business is not its 
product. It is its people. 
You do not build 
culture by command. 
You build it by 
consistency. And when 
you get the right 
people in the right 
roles, culture becomes 
your greatest 
competitive edge.

“



• Don’t just celebrate success. Celebrate 
effort: Growth is messy, and the road to scale 
isn’t always pretty. So when your team takes 
risks and pushes boundaries, celebrate that. 
Celebrate learning, the grit it takes to 
overcome challenges, and the courage to 
keep going, even when the odds are stacked 
against you.


• Foster ownership at every level: A scalable 
business is one where every person feels like 
they’re running the show. Empower your team 
to take ownership of their work, to lead 
initiatives, and to make decisions. When your 
team owns their role, they’ll drive the business 
forward.


4. Talent Retention: Keeping Your Best 
People

You’ve got the right people on the bus, but how do 
you keep them? Talent retention isn’t just about 
paying well. It’s about creating an environment 
where people want to stay.


• Offer growth opportunities: Top talent wants 
to grow. They want to know that there’s room 
for them to evolve and contribute to 
something bigger. Invest in their future by 
offering clear career pathways, training 
opportunities, and new challenges.


• Align purpose with passion: People want to 
be a part of something bigger than 
themselves. If your team understands the 
impact of their work: how it’s shaping 
communities, changing lives, and creating 
lasting value. They’ll stay motivated and 
committed to your vision.


• Recognise and reward contribution: Don’t 
wait for yearly reviews to tell your team 
they’re doing a great job. Recognise them in 
real-time for their contributions. This doesn’t 
always have to mean bonuses it can be 
simple gestures of appreciation, public 
recognition, or giving them new challenges 
that show you value them.


Case Insight: Rebuilding Trust to 
Reignite Performance – A JSE-
Listed Manufacturing Company’s 
Cultural Turnaround

In 2021, the atmosphere inside a JSE-listed 
manufacturing company was heavy. 

After a series of leadership changes, the sale of a 
subsidiary, and a looming wave of retrenchments, 
trust within the organisation had eroded. Employees 
were anxious. The unspoken sentiment across factory 
floors and management corridors was simple: “Am I 
next?”


It was no longer just about operations or output, it 
was about survival.


The company recognised that no strategy, no 
structure, and no spreadsheet would work without 
first repairing the human foundation. That’s when 
they turned to OAO Investments.


The Brief: Shift the Culture, Rebuild the People


Our task was clear: 
Help restore trust, rebuild morale, and align the 
workforce to the CEO’s renewed vision for the 
business.


We began by addressing the gap between 
leadership and people. The company’s internal 
communication had grown formal, distant and 
dangerously ambiguous. OAO worked with 
leadership to craft and deliver a new 
communication strategy that was transparent, 
empathetic, and grounded in reality. The narrative 
shifted from control to collaboration.


But talk alone would not rebuild trust. The company 
needed to show belief in its people.


What Changed: Ownership, Transparency and 
Shared Success


Together with executive leadership, OAO played a 
key role in the design and rollout of an employee 
share ownership scheme. A bold step that gave 
workers a direct stake in the future of the business. 
It was a powerful signal: You don’t just work here. 
You belong here.
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“People stopped asking, 
‘Will I still have a job?’ 
and started asking, 
‘What else can we 
build?’” 

“



This was coupled with facilitated forums and 
listening sessions where employees were heard, and 
their concerns met with action. The CEO’s vision 
became more than an abstract goal, it became a 
shared mission, co-owned across the organisation.


The Outcome: A Cultural Shift That Drove 
Performance


In the months that followed, the change was 
palpable.


• Engagement levels rose across all business 
units.


• Performance improved not through pressure, 
but through participation.


• And for the first time, employees 
experienced a tangible link between their 
contribution and company success as they 
benefited directly from profitability through 
share allocations.


This case proves what we’ve always believed: 
You cannot scale fear. 
But you can scale belief. 
And when people believe in where they’re going, 
they’ll carry the business there.


Questions for Reflection:

1. Are you hiring for culture first, or just filling 

positions quickly?


2. How can you build leadership at every level of 
your organisation?


3. How are you cultivating a culture of growth, 
feedback, and continuous improvement?


4. What is your talent retention strategy beyond 
compensation? How are you keeping your best 
people engaged?


5. How does your team’s passion align with your 
company’s purpose, and how can you amplify 
that alignment?


Action Steps:

• Revisit your hiring process, ensure you’re 

prioritising cultural fit and long-term 
potential.


• Invest in leadership development at every 
level, empowering your team to take 
ownership.


• Create a culture that celebrates continuous 
learning, feedback, and personal growth.


• Implement a recognition system that 
acknowledges effort, not just results.


• Align your company’s mission with your team’s 
personal purpose to keep them motivated 
and invested in the journey. 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The biggest 
transformation wasn’t 
just structural, it was 
psychological. 
Employees who once 
felt like numbers began 
to see themselves as 
stakeholders. They 
didn’t just clock in, 
they leaned in. And 
when profit became 
something they shared 
in, not just produced, 
the culture evolved 
from compliance to 
commitment. That’s 
when performance 
truly turned around 
not because people 
were told to care, but 
because they finally 
had a reason to.

“
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INNOVATION  
& DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION

Innovation Isn’t Just About Tools; 
It’s About Thinking Differently



I
n South Africa’s competitive market, innovation is  
the life raft keeping your business afloat. 
Let’s be clear: technology is not an optional 
add-on in today’s business world. It’s the engine 

driving efficiency, customer satisfaction, and 
scalability. If you’re still relying on paper or manual 
systems, it’s only a matter of time before you’re 
outpaced by those who are digitally empowered.


And innovation isn’t just about flashy new apps or 
gadgets. It’s about using technology strategically 
to solve problems, streamline operations, and create 
value for your customers, while staying human at 
your core.


We’ve seen it time and again: businesses that 
embrace digital transformation don’t just survive, 
they thrive. But here’s the thing: digital 
transformation is not a one-size-fits-all solution. For 
South African businesses, especially those still 
entrenched in the old ways of doing things, 
innovation needs to be adapted to the realities of 
our market.


This isn’t Silicon Valley. This is Africa. And here, 
technology has to work harder. It has to be 
practical, impactful, and grounded in the unique 
challenges and opportunities that exist here.


1. Digital Transformation: The Key to 
Scalable Operations


In a rapidly evolving world, your ability to scale 
isn’t just about hiring more people or expanding 
your market footprint. It’s about redefining how 
you operate.


• Digitise to Liberate: You can’t scale if your 
processes are stuck in the past. Digital 
transformation means freeing your team from 
repetitive tasks, automating manual work, 
and reducing friction at every stage of your 
business. In South Africa, where infrastructure 
can be unpredictable and resources tight, it’s 
crucial to leverage technology to make the 
most of what you have.


• Don’t Just Adopt Tech, Integrate It: 
Technology isn’t a silver bullet. It’s a tool. The 
real impact comes when you integrate that 
technology into every part of your business 
from customer relationships to supply chains. 
By building systems that talk to each other, 
you create a seamless flow of information 
that improves everything from decision-
making to customer service.


• Measure What Matters: If you can’t measure 
it, you can’t improve it. The right technology 
gives you data-driven insights that help you 
understand where you’re succeeding and 

where you’re falling short. It allows you to 
stay proactive, not reactive.


2. The Shift from Paper to Progress: A Real-
World Case Study


Let’s take a look at a boilermaking company in 
Johannesburg. This was a classic mom-and-pop 
business, but it was facing serious growing pains. 
They had a strong reputation, but their processes 
were stuck in the past. Everything was done on 
paper. Their orders were handwritten, their tracking 
was manual, and they had no visibility into the 
health of their clients’ boilers.


Here’s where OAO Investments came in. We didn’t 
just invest money, we introduced a shift. A shift into 
digital.


We started by digitising their internal processes. 
We introduced remote monitoring technology that 
tracked their clients’ boilers in real time. Instead of 
waiting for breakdowns or issues to arise, the system 
would flag problems before they even happened. 
Allowing the company to perform maintenance 
proactively.


Here’s the impact:


• Operations were streamlined. No more lost 
paperwork, no more inefficiencies. Processes 
that took hours now took minutes.


• Customer satisfaction soared. Clients were 
happier because they weren’t waiting for 
problems to happen, they knew their boilers 
were being monitored and maintained 
continuously.


• Business grew without friction. The 
company could now service more clients 
without compromising quality. 

This wasn’t just about installing technology, it was 
about redefining their business to leverage 
technology as a tool for growth. They went from a 
mom-and-pop shop to a digitally enabled 
powerhouse.


3. Tech-Enabled Customer Relationships: 
How Digital Innovation Boosts Service


In South Africa, where customer loyalty is hard-
earned, leveraging technology to enhance 
customer relationships is key. With the right tools, 
you can be more responsive, more proactive, and 
more personal in your interactions.


• Personalise the experience: Technology 
doesn’t just make your business more efficient, 
it can make your customer service more 
human. By using CRM systems, customer data 
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can be used to tailor experiences offering 
products or services that truly meet their 
needs.


• Remote Services & Maintenance: Technology 
allows you to monitor products, services, and 
equipment remotely. Imagine boilers that talk 
to you, sending maintenance alerts, 
performance stats, and usage data. Not only 
does this keep your clients happy, it improves 
your operational efficiency, too.


• Build trust through transparency: By 
offering your customers visibility into the 
performance of your services or products, you 
build trust. For example, showing them 
exactly when their boilers need servicing, and 
ensuring that you’re proactively addressing 
issues before they occur, strengthens your 
relationship with them.


4. Leadership in the Digital Age: Leading 
Innovation, Leading People


Digital transformation is a leadership issue. If you 
want to successfully scale, you can’t just mandate 
change. You need to lead it.


• Be a champion for change: As a leader, it’s 
your job to create a culture where 
innovation thrives. Don’t just talk about 
digital transformation, live it. Lead by 
example. If you’re not using the tools, 
processes, and technologies you’re preaching 
about, your team won’t either.


• Invest in tech skills for your team: It’s not 
enough to bring in new technology. You need 
your people to understand it, too. Upskill 
your team in digital tools and processes. 
Empower them to use technology to make 
their work better, faster, and smarter.


• Encourage digital-first thinking: Every 
leader in your business should be thinking in 
terms of digital-first solutions. It’s no longer 
about the “old way” vs. the “new way”, it’s 
about blending both, to create better results.


Case Insight: Going Digital to 
Scale

Going back to the boilermaking company, the shift 
was simple but profound. What they were doing 
was already valuable, but by digitising their 
operations, they could deliver better service, scale 
more effectively, and measure their impact in real 
time.


Their remote monitoring system didn’t just solve 
technical problems; it solved business problems. It 
gave them a way to scale operations without 

adding staff, and it gave customers peace of mind. 
The company could now track performance metrics, 
predict breakdowns, and stay one step ahead.


The result? Increased revenue, increased customer 
satisfaction, and a more sustainable business, all 
made possible through a digital mindset.


Questions for Reflection:

1. Are you still relying on paper or manual systems 

in your business? How could digitising your 
processes streamline operations and improve 
efficiency?


2. What data are you currently tracking in your 
business, and how can you leverage technology 
to gain more insights?


3. How are you currently using technology to 
enhance your customer relationships? What more 
could you do to personalise the customer 
experience?


4. What is your role in leading digital change 
within your business? Are you embracing 
innovation, or are you holding onto the old 
ways?


Action Steps:

• Start with a digital audit of your business. 

Identify areas that could be automated or 
digitised for efficiency.


• Invest in remote monitoring or data-driven 
technologies that can give you real-time 
insights into product performance.


• Upskill your team to understand and 
leverage the technology that will help your 
business scale smarter.


• Create a culture of digital innovation by 
leading the charge as a champion of 
change. 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Tech should never 
replace people. It 
should release their 
potential.
“
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FUNDING & 
INVESTMENT 
READINESS

Money Doesn’t Follow Ideas. 
It Follows Preparation.



W
We have no shortage of entrepreneurs 
with big dreams. 
What we often lack is the bridge 
between the dream and the deal.


Let’s be honest: funding is available. Billions sit in 
bank mandates, Development Finance Institution 
(DFI) pipelines, and venture funds. But for many 
businesses, the real question isn’t “Where’s the 
money?” It’s “Are you ready for it?”


Being investment-ready isn’t just about having a slick 
pitch deck or memorising your numbers. It’s about 
understanding your business deeply, presenting it 
confidently, and backing it up with the right data, 
structure, and governance.


If growth is the destination, capital is the fuel. But to 
fill your tank, you need to be roadworthy.


 1.. The South African Funding Terrain: 
Tough, But Navigable

Let’s not sugar-coat it the funding landscape is 
complex. It’s littered with paperwork, gatekeepers, 
and systems that don’t always speak to small 
business realities.


Sibongile Macholi, CEO of BizBuddy, says it best:


“There’s a big gap between what funders need  
and what SMEs think is enough.”


And that’s the problem. Entrepreneurs often knock 
on commercial bank doors while still in their pre-
revenue phase. Or they submit funding applications 
without real financials, hoping passion will substitute 
for due diligence.


It won’t.


The hard truth is: funders, whether DFIs, banks, or 
VCs, don’t just fund your idea. 
They fund your ability to manage risk, demonstrate 
traction, and paint a believable picture of future 
returns.


 2. Understanding the Funder's Lens

Whether it’s private equity, venture capital, DFIs 
(IDC, SEFA, NEF), or commercial banks they all have 
their non-negotiables. So does OAO Leap.


Here’s what funders really want to see:


• The Numbers: Management accounts, cash 
flow forecasts, and financial history. Even if 
your books aren’t audited, they must be 
credible and clear.


• The Jockey: As Sibongile puts it:


“The numbers tell one story. But the person behind 
the business? That’s the real story.” 
Funders invest in you, your credibility, experience, 
leadership, and ability to adapt when the market 
turns.


• The Industry Fit: Many SMEs apply without 
understanding industry risk. If you’re in 
manufacturing but lack regulatory 
compliance, your application is already in the 
bin.


• Use of Funds: Be clear and strategic. Are 
you buying machinery to increase capacity? 
Moving offices? Growing headcount? Be 
specific and realistic.
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Sibongile Macholi, Founder of BizBuddy, speaks on purpose-led financial leadership at the Lead With Purpose Masterclass.



 3. The BizBuddy Philosophy: Stop 
Prescribing Yourself Panado

Too often, founders approach funding like a 
pharmacy: they self-diagnose, pick a financial 
product, and expect funders to fill the prescription.


“Don’t go to the doctor and prescribe yourself 
Panado,” Sibongile warns.


“Unpack the funding need with the right specialist.”


This is where partners like BizBuddySA play a 
crucial role. They help founders not only prepare 
documentation but also package their business 
case. Bridging the gap between vision and funder 
confidence.


Through monthly coaching, cash flow diagnostics, 
and tailored industry-matching strategies, 
BizBuddySA has transformed countless “no’s” into 
green-lit growth. But the broader lesson is this: you 
don’t have to do it alone.


 4. What Makes a Business Fundable?

Fundability is not charisma. It’s not a compelling 
backstory. It’s a mix of credibility, compliance, 
clarity, and capacity.


“Finance and people are the two things that can 
break any great concept,” Sibongile reminds us.


Without strong financials and a unified team, your 
funding journey ends before the second round.


A fundable business:


• Has clear financial records: historic, current 
(management accounts), and projected (cash 
flows).


• Is compliant: with SARS and industry 
regulators.


• Knows its numbers: gross profit margin, fixed 
costs, and cash flow position.


 5. Capital Isn’t the Goal. It’s the Catalyst

At OAO Investments, we don’t fund just to inflate the 
balance sheet. 
We fund to transform.


In one case, we backed a high-impact township 
business struggling to scale due to cash flow gaps. 
The funding wasn’t the endgame, it was the 
beginning. The real shift came when they invested in 
distribution tech, hired more staff, and 
implemented inventory systems.


They didn’t just grow. They leapt.


“Funding is a catalyst for transformation, not just 
growth,” says Sibongile.


“You must know what it means for your business, how 
it changes lives, creates jobs, builds legacy.”


 6. Investment Readiness: Beyond the Deck

Pitch decks are sexy. But they don’t close deals.


What closes deals? Preparation. Insight. Grit. Data. 
Vision.


Being investment-ready means:


Understanding your vision, your numbers, and being 
able to sell both.


That’s what OAO Leap looks for too. Not just your 
forecast but your founder fit, your team, your ethics, 
your ambition, and your ability to scale responsibly.
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Being investment-
ready means 
understanding your 
vision, your numbers 
and being able to sell 
both.” 
And that’s what 
OAO Leap looks for 
too. We don’t just 
look at your forecast. 
We look at your 
founder fit, your 
team, your ethics, 
your ambition, and 
your ability to scale 
responsibly.

“



 7. Balancing Ambition with Financial 
Discipline

Ambition without control is chaos in disguise.


You may want to expand across provinces, hire 
aggressively, or build a second production line. But 
unless your financial systems and governance 
structures are rock solid, the funding will hurt more 
than it helps.


As Sibongile reminds us:


“Ambition without financial discipline can cripple your 
business.”


That’s why you need a partner, a “buddy” who calls 
you out, keeps you grounded, and helps you build 
sustainably.


Questions for Reflection:

1. Have you packaged your funding needs clearly, 

or are you self-diagnosing?


2. Are your financials funder-ready (historic, 
current, and projected)?


3. Have you knocked on the right door, or are you 
pitching seed-stage ideas to commercial banks?


4. What would a funder see if they assessed your 
leadership team, governance, and systems?


5. Does your funding story show potential for 
transformation, not just turnover?


Action Steps:

• Conduct a funding readiness audit: review 

your numbers, compliance, and clarity.


• Schedule a complimentary session with 
BizBuddySA or an OAO investment officer.


• Build a Use of Funds plan linking funding to 
measurable growth outcomes.


• Refine your financial story: your 
narrative must be 
as tight as your 
numbers.


• Think 
transformation, 
not just 
transaction. 
Funding is about 
legacy, not just 
liquidity. 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BOOK YOUR FREE 
CONSULTATION

SCAN CODE

Zamokuhle Aja-Okorie, OAO Investments CEO, speaks on building business models that reflect 
entrepreneurs highest values and deepest purpose at the Lead With Purpose Masterclass.
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THE INVESTOR’S 
PERSPECTIVE: 
WHAT MAKES A 
BUSINESS 
ATTRACTIVE

Investors Don’t Just Invest in 
Ideas. They Invest in Execution.



B
rilliant idea are not enough execution is 
everything. Investors know this. They’re not 
just writing cheques. They’re looking for 
partners to help carry their investment to 

new heights. But here’s the kicker: just because 
you’ve got a great business doesn’t mean the 
investment will flow.


Red flags and green flags are what make or break 
a deal. What are they? How do you avoid the 
former and lean into the latter? And, more 
importantly, how do you position yourself as a 
strategic asset rather than just another company 
looking for funding?


Let’s take a deep dive into how investors assess 
high-growth companies, what they’re really 
looking for, and how you can position yourself as 
the kind of business that attracts 
smart capital.


1. Red Flags vs. Green 
Flags: What Investors Are 
Really Looking For

Red Flags. The Deal Killers

The warning signs are clear. If 
these are present in your 
business, you’ll find the funding 
roadblocks coming up fast. 
Investors want to see a return 
on their investment, and if 
they see these, they’ll be quick 
to look elsewhere:


1. Lack of a Scalable 
Business Model: 
Investors want to know that your business can 
grow without multiplying costs at the same rate. 
If your model isn’t scalable, they’ll assume your 
profits will plateau as you expand. Slow, steady 
growth might feel safer, but investors want to 
see the potential for exponential returns.


2. Unclear or Weak Financials: 
Financials are the backbone of any high-growth 
investment. Investors are looking for financial 
discipline: audited accounts, cash flow 
projections, and an understanding of the 
numbers behind the numbers. If you don’t have 
this, investors will walk away before even 
starting the conversation.


3. Founder Dependency: 
If your business revolves entirely around you, 
that’s a red flag. A business that can’t function 
without the founder is risky because it’s not 
sustainable. Investors want to see strong 
leadership, systems, and teams that can thrive 
with or without you at the helm.


4. Resistance to Change or Innovation: 
The world is moving fast, where disruption is 
constant. If you’re not open to digital 
transformation, process improvement, or 
pivoting when needed, investors will question 
your ability to adapt. Stubbornness is a 
business killer.


5. No Clear Competitive Advantage: 
Investors want to see a unique selling 
proposition that sets you apart from 
competitors. If your business is a “me-too” player 
in a crowded space with no clear differentiation, 
you’ll find it hard to convince investors that your 
business has a long-term advantage.


Green Flags – The Deal Makers

Now, let’s look at the positive 
side. These are the factors that 
make your business irresistible to 
investors:


1.A Scalable Business Model 
with a Clear Path to Profit: 
High-growth businesses aren’t just 
about growing revenue, they’re 
about growing profitably. 
Investors will love it if you have a 
clear plan for scaling your 
business with minimal risk, 
maximising margins, and keeping 
costs in check.


2.Strong Financial Records and 
Forecasts: 
Investors want to see that you 

understand your business 
financially. This includes clear, concise financial 
reports and the ability to forecast cash flow, 
revenue, and profits for the next 3-5 years. 
Transparency is key here.


3. A Strong, Committed Team: 
No one man or woman can take a business to 
great heights. Investors want to see that you’ve 
built a team that is passionate, capable, and 
ready to step up to the challenge of scaling. If 
you’re the only key player in your business, that’s 
a big concern.


4. A Clear Competitive Advantage or Barrier to 
Entry: 
Investors are looking for businesses that have a 
unique angle. What sets you apart from the 
competition? What’s your moat, the thing that 
protects you from being easily overtaken by 
others in the market?


5. Adaptability and Innovation: 
Investors love founders who embrace change. If 
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We don’t just need money, 
we need mentorship.” 

Investment is about more 
than just cash inflow. It’s 
about building a legacy 
together. Investors who 
bring strategic insight, 

industry knowledge, and 
leadership coaching can 
make all the difference.

“



you’re leveraging new technologies, responding 
quickly to market shifts, and constantly improving 
your processes, you’ll show investors that you’re 
ready to evolve and grow, no matter what 
challenges come your way.


2. How to Position Yourself as a Strategic 
Asset

Investors don’t just want to put their money into your 
business, they want to partner 
with you. This means 
positioning yourself as a 
strategic asset, not just a 
place to park capital.


Here’s how to position 
yourself:


1. Know Your Value Proposition: 
You need to clearly articulate why your 
business matters. What problem does it solve? 
What’s your market fit? Investors want to see a 
clear connection between your product and the 
customer need you’re solving.


2. Build Relationships, Not Just Transactions: 
It’s not just about securing funds, it’s about 
building long-term partnerships. OAO Leap 
believes in creating relationships with our 
partners that go beyond the cheque. Investors 

want to feel like they’re part of the journey, not 
just silent backers.


3. Show How You’ll Use the Capital: 
Be transparent about what the funds will 
achieve. Whether you’re investing in technology, 
expanding your team, or entering new markets, 
show that you have a strategic plan for using the 
investment to create long-term growth.


4.Think Beyond the Money: 
OAO Leap doesn’t just invest 
capital, we invest mindset, 
mentorship, and moral capital. 
Investors want to know that you 
have the leadership, integrity, and 
vision to lead your business to 
greatness. Show them that you’re 

not just looking for money, but a partner to 
help you execute your vision.


3. The OAO Leap Advantage Beyond Capital 
Investment

At OAO Investments, we understand that 
investment is more than just capital. It's about 
partnership, expertise, and shared ambition. 
When we invest in a business, we invest in the 
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A scalable model and a 
steady leader are an 

investor’s ideal pairing.“

Yen Choi, OAO Investments Chairman, judging at the AYuTe Africa NextGen Conference



founders, their vision, and the long-term impact 
they can create.


We don’t just give you the money and walk away. 
We partner with you to build systems, improve 
operations, and scale efficiently. From AI 
integration to operational excellence, we work 
alongside our portfolio companies to unlock 
quantum leaps that redefine the trajectory of their 
growth.


Case Insight: The Value of 
Financial Foresight

At OAO Investments, we partnered with a financial 
services company that wasn’t just crunching numbers, 
they were redefining what it means to be a true 
partner to SMMEs.


While many accounting firms focused solely on 
compliance and year-end submissions, this business 
built a model around monthly financial clarity. 
Their value lay not in reporting what happened but 
in helping clients anticipate what could. From cash 
flow forecasting to funding readiness and strategic 
risk analysis, they were giving entrepreneurs the 
ability to make informed decisions at their level.


What stood out was their deep understanding of 
concentration risk and sustainability. Whether 
advising a client with R49M in turnover or another 
whose revenue dropped by 66%, they offer they 
offered direction guided by financials.


We didn’t just see a compliance firm. We saw a 
new kind of financial infrastructure, one built on 
insight, proximity, and purpose.


That’s why OAO backed them. Because the future of 
business support isn’t reactive. it’s real-time, 
strategic, and built to grow alongside the 
entrepreneur.


Questions for Reflection:

1. Are you addressing the red flags in your 

business? What areas need more attention 
before approaching investors?


2. Have you articulated your unique value 
proposition and the strategic advantage you 
offer to the market?


3. What does your relationship with potential 
investors look like? Are you building long-term 
partnerships or focusing only on transactional 
funding?


4. Are you able to clearly demonstrate how you’ll 
use the capital to drive sustainable growth?


5. How do you ensure your team and leadership 
are positioned for success before approaching 
investors?


Action Steps:

• Conduct an honest assessment of your 

business to identify and address potential red 
flags.


• Strengthen your pitch by clearly 
communicating your business model, vision, 
and scalability.


• Build a relationship plan for potential 
investors that positions you as a strategic 
partner, not just a recipient of funds.


• Prepare your financial records and ensure 
you can demonstrate financial discipline and 
future growth potential.


• Work on developing a strong leadership 
team and show how you’re investing in 
people, processes, and tech.
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Investors are not only 
looking for high returns. 

They are looking for 
credible leadership, 

thoughtful execution, and 
signals of long-term value. 

A business that knows 
who it is and where it is 

going is far more 
attractive than one that is 
merely chasing growth.

“
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MANAGING  
RISK WHILE 
 SCALING UP

Risk Is Inevitable. 
But So Is Growth.



S
ustainable growth begins when we dare to 
move beyond certainty. But here’s the catch: 
risk management isn’t about avoiding risks. 
It’s about managing them, understanding 

them, and making them work in your favour as you 
scale.


The path to growth is rarely a straight line. It’s filled 
with uncertainty, market shifts, financial pressures, 
and external challenges. In the South African 
context, where political and economic volatility 
are daily realities, it’s even more critical to build a 
business that’s resilient: a business that grows with 
grit.


Growth with grit means building your business with 
the strength to weather storms. It means preparing 
for the unexpected, adapting quickly, and 
embracing calculated risks that push you forward. 
The truth is, if you’re not taking risks, you’re not 
scaling.


 1. The South African Growth Landscape: 
Risk Is a Constant Companion

As a founder in South Africa, you know that the 
landscape isn’t always predictable. We’re living 
through power cuts, policy changes, currency 
fluctuations, and social unrest. Every day brings 
new challenges. But these challenges aren’t 
roadblocks, they’re opportunities.


The businesses that thrive are the ones that have the 
grit to grow amidst uncertainty. But to scale 
successfully, you need to embrace risk, not fear it. 
However, that doesn’t mean being reckless. It 
means being prepared, staying informed, and 
learning to pivot when necessary.


• Economic Risks: With inflation, interest rate 
hikes, and exchange rate volatility, South 
African businesses face real financial risks. 
But being proactive, adjusting pricing models, 
forecasting expenses, diversifying income 
streams, can help cushion the blow when 
markets shift.


• Operational Risks: These include anything 
from supply chain disruptions to production 
bottlenecks. Your business must have 
contingency plans, whether that’s having 
multiple suppliers or implementing technology 
to track and optimise operations.


• Reputational Risks: In the age of social 
media, a single misstep can have massive 
repercussions. Whether it’s customer service 
mishaps or environmental concerns, your 
reputation is on the line. Managing your 
reputation requires transparency and a 

deep commitment to ethics. 

 2. Understanding and Embracing Risk in a 
South African Context

In the South African business environment, risk 
management goes beyond spreadsheets. It's about 
understanding the social, political, and economic 
complexities we live with. And it’s about being 
prepared to respond quickly when external factors 
throw your plans into disarray.


• The Power Cuts: In South Africa, rolling 
blackouts aren’t a new phenomenon. How do 
you prepare your business to keep running 
when the lights go out? The answer lies in 
diversifying power sources, using off-grid 
solutions like solar, and having a 
contingency plan to keep your operations 
afloat when Eskom’s system goes down.


• The Unpredictable Rand: The South African 
Rand can be unpredictable, and businesses 
exposed to foreign currency risk can feel the 
pressure. Protect your business by hedging, 
forecasting your costs in different currencies, 
and diversifying your revenue streams to 
insulate yourself from fluctuations.


• Political Uncertainty: Policies change, and so 
do market conditions. Build flexibility into 
your strategy. Understand the political 
landscape and engage in active risk 
monitoring so that when change comes, 
you’re not caught off guard. 

 3. Scaling with Grit: Risk and Resilience Go 
Hand-in-Hand

At the core of every successful scaling business is a 
leader who understands that risk is an inseparable 
companion of growth. The founder who embraces 
risk without being reckless, that’s the founder who 
builds a resilient business. But how do you scale 
without breaking under pressure? You build with 
grit.


1. Mitigate Risks by Building Strong Systems: 
Systems are your first line of defence against 
risk. Whether you’re managing supply chains, 
customer data, or financial transactions, robust 
systems ensure that your business can weather 
any storm. This means automation, digitisation, 
and data analysis to make your operations 
more agile.


2. Diversify Revenue Streams: Businesses that are 
too reliant on one product or market are 
vulnerable. When things go wrong, they go 
really wrong. Diversifying income streams, 
through product lines, markets, or digital 
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channels. This ensures your business can bounce 
back from any setback.


3. Be Agile and Adapt: The businesses that scale 
best are the ones that don’t just react to market 
changes, they anticipate them. Keep an ear to 
the ground, and use real-time data to adjust 
your business model. In the South African market, 
where change is constant, adaptability is key to 
survival.


4. Build a Strong Team and Culture: When risks 
arise, you need a team that’s ready to face 
them. Invest in leadership development and 
build a culture of trust, so when the going gets 
tough, your team steps up and not back. 

 4. Managing Cash Flow and Financial Risk 
While Scaling

When scaling, the most common risk isn’t a bad 
product or a weak strategy. It’s cash flow 
mismanagement. Entrepreneurs often overestimate 
revenue and underestimate costs, which leads to 
financial strain.


• Forecasting is key: Regularly updating your 
financial projections and monitoring cash 
flow can prevent a lot of headaches down 
the line. Know when you’re hitting milestones 
and when you need more cash to fuel growth.


• Build a financial buffer: This will act as your 
safety net when things go wrong. Business isn’t 
always linear, and having cash reserves 
ensures that you can take calculated risks 
without endangering your business.


• Leverage funding at the right time: 
Sometimes, taking on debt or seeking funding 
is the right move to fuel growth. But make 
sure your financials are in order first. 
Investors and banks want to see financial 
discipline and the ability to manage risk 
before they sign on the dotted line.


Case Study: Investing in 
Intelligence to De-Risk Growth

At OAO Investments, we identified a fast-growing 
energy company that had moved beyond the 
typical “panel and inverter” playbook. While many 
solar providers depended on loadshedding cycles 
to drive demand, this company built intelligent 
energy ecosystems. Automating consumption with AI, 
condition-based switching, and predictive modelling.


What stood out was their ability to manage 
operational risk in real time. Their systems could 
optimise when to run energy-intensive appliances 

based on weather, battery storage, and demand. 
Minimising wastage, extending battery life, and 
lowering customer cost. In a market where solar 
providers were racing to install, they were 
designing for longevity.


We saw this not just as energy innovation, but as 
risk management at scale. That’s why OAO Leap 
backed them. Because the future of infrastructure 
isn’t just green. It’s smart, adaptive, and financially 
sound.


Questions for Reflection:

1. What risks are you currently overlooking in your 

business? How can you address them now?


2. How strong are your operational systems? Are 
they built to scale without adding complexity?


3. Do you have a financial buffer or a contingency 
plan to absorb risks as your business grows?


4. How can you leverage technology to minimise 
operational risk and improve efficiency?


5. Is your team ready to face the challenges of 
rapid scaling? How are you building their 
resilience?


Action Steps:

• Assess your risk profile: Identify the biggest 

risks your business faces. Build strategies to 
mitigate them.


• Strengthen your systems: Invest in automation, 
digital tools, and financial management 
software to reduce manual errors.


• Diversify your revenue streams: Look for 
ways to expand your business model without 
overstretching.


• Prepare for market shifts: Use real-time data 
and customer insights to pivot when 
necessary.


• Build a cash flow plan: Ensure you’re 
managing cash flow efficiently to reduce the 
risk of financial strain. 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Growth is a risk, but 
without risk, there’s no 
reward. You have to be 
prepared to pivot, fail, 
and learn. That’s the 
resilience we need.

“
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HOW TO 
FUTURE-PROOF 
YOUR BUSINESS 
GROWTH

The Future Isn’t a 
Destination. It’s a Decision.



T
he business landscape is fast, sometimes 
too fast. In South Africa we face load 
shedding, political shifts, economic 
volatility, and societal change. The world 

is constantly evolving, and your business has to 
evolve with it.


But here’s the thing: future-proofing isn’t about 
predicting the future. It’s about building a business 
that can withstand it. It’s about creating systems, 
strategies, and a mindset that allows you to adapt, 
innovate, and bounce back stronger when the 
storm hits.


The companies that thrive aren’t the ones that just 
survive the next quarter. They’re the ones that have 
built resilience into their DNA. They’re the ones that 
see change as opportunity and disruption as fuel 
for growth.


Let’s talk about how to future-proof your business in 
a world where the only certainty is change.


 1. Adaptability: The Superpower You Can’t 
Afford to Ignore


The first rule of future-proofing is simple: if you 
don’t adapt, you’ll fall behind.

In South Africa, where political, economic, and social 
landscapes are in constant flux, adaptability isn’t 
just a nice-to-have, it’s essential.

• Technology: The world is going digital, 

whether you like it or not. Businesses that 
aren’t embracing technology will find 
themselves left in the dust. Automate your 
processes, embrace digital platforms, and 
leverage AI to optimise operations. If your 
business is still relying on paper-based 
systems, you’re already behind.


• Customer Expectations: Consumers in South 
Africa are more informed, more connected, 
and more demanding than ever. You need to 
be agile enough to pivot quickly in response 
to shifting customer needs. This could mean 
offering personalised services, investing in 
online shopping, or adapting your product 
offerings to meet local demands.


• Employee Engagement: Your team needs to 
be just as adaptable. Foster a culture of 
continuous learning so that your staff are 
equipped to tackle new challenges as they 
come. Businesses that keep their workforce 
agile and innovative are the ones that will 
thrive.


 2. Innovation: The Lifeblood of Sustainable 
Growth


The future belongs to the innovators. The businesses 
that thrive are the ones that embrace change and 
innovate constantly. But innovation doesn’t always 
mean high-tech gadgets or disruptive new products. 
It means thinking differently, optimising existing 
systems, and finding smarter ways to deliver 
value.

Innovation is key to overcoming our unique 
challenges. From unreliable infrastructure to socio-
economic barriers. Businesses that innovate are the 
ones that turn these challenges into opportunities.

• Operational Innovation: How can you make 

your business more efficient? If you’re not 
already looking at automating processes or 
optimising workflows, you’re leaving money 
on the table. Digital tools like cloud 
software, CRM systems, and automated 
reporting can streamline your operations, 
reduce costs, and improve efficiency.


• Product Innovation: What problem does 
your product or service solve? Innovate to 
stay ahead of the competition. In a country 
where market gaps are plenty, businesses 
that can identify unmet needs are the ones 
that will succeed.


• Business Model Innovation: The traditional 
business models are being challenged. Look 
at how companies are using subscription 
models, shared economies, and digital 
platforms to create more value and improve 
customer loyalty. Adapt and evolve your 
business model to stay competitive.


 3. Resilience: Building a Business That 
Bounces Back


Building a future-proof business isn’t just about 
preparing for growth, it’s about preparing for 
setbacks. The key to long-term success isn’t about 
avoiding challenges; it’s about how you bounce 
back from them.

Resilience means being able to absorb shocks, 
adapt quickly, and keep moving forward.

• Financial Resilience: In South Africa, where 

economic factors like interest rates, inflation, 
and exchange rate fluctuations can affect 
your business, financial resilience is key. 
Build up a cash buffer, diversify revenue 
streams, and have a solid plan in place to 
weather financial storms.


• Operational Resilience: If your supply chains 
are disrupted or your equipment breaks 
down, how quickly can you recover? Investing 
in backup systems, alternate suppliers, and 
digital solutions will help ensure your 
operations stay running smoothly, even in 
tough times.


Kwanda Growth Guide 35



• Emotional Resilience: As a founder, your 
ability to stay calm under pressure and keep 
your team motivated through challenges is 
crucial. Develop your own emotional 
resilience by managing stress, staying 
focused on long-term goals, and leading 
with empathy.





 4. Sustainability: Scaling with Purpose, Not 
Just Profit


Future-proofing is about 
progressing in a way that 
benefits everyone.

Businesses that focus on 
sustainability (not just in 
environmental terms, but in 
social and economic terms) will 
create lasting impact.

• Economic Sustainability: 

Build a business model 
that generates consistent, 
reliable revenue. 
Diversify your offerings 
and look at new markets 
to prevent dependence 
on a single stream.


• Social Sustainability: 
Create businesses that 
uplift communities. Focus 
on job creation, skills 
development, and 
education. South Africa 
needs businesses that 
drive inclusive growth 
and create opportunities for local talent.


• Environmental Sustainability: Whether 
through resource-efficient processes, 
reducing waste, or sustainable sourcing, 
businesses that prioritise the planet are seen 
as long-term assets. Sustainable practices 
don’t just attract customers, they attract 
investors who want to be part of something 
that matters.


Questions for Reflection:

1. How adaptable is your business to market shifts 

and challenges?


2. What areas of your business need innovation to 
stay competitive?


3. Have you built resilience into your financial, 
operational, and emotional strategies?


4. How are you building sustainability into your 
business model?


5. Are you positioning your business for long-term 
success, or just short-term survival?


Action Steps:

• Invest in technology to automate processes, 

reduce overheads, and increase efficiency.


• Develop a contingency plan to deal with 
unexpected challenges (economic, 

operational, reputational).


•Create a sustainable 
business model that includes 
financial, social, and 
environmental aspects.


•Train your team to be 
adaptable and innovative, 
making sure they are aligned 
with your long-term vision.


•Set long-term goals and 
review them regularly to 
ensure you’re on track for 
future-proofing. 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You can’t predict the 
future, but you can 
prepare for it. Future-
proofing is about 
creating systems that 
adapt and evolve. The 
businesses that will 
survive the next decade 
are the ones that are 
constantly innovating 
and evolving, no matter 
what the market throws 
at them.

“

Mariam Hoosen

OAO Investments Director
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PARTNERING  
WITH OAO LEAP: 
LET'S BUILD THE 
FUTURE TOGETHER



A
t OAO Investments, we believe in more 
than just providing capital. We provide 
capability, the strategic, operational, and 
technological insights that businesses need 

to scale beyond the next quarter. We are here to 
transform businesses, not just fund them. From AI 
integration to operational efficiencies, we work 
alongside you to turn vision into impact.


But that’s not all. Community is at the heart of 
everything we do. At OAO-LEAP, we don’t just invest 
in businesses, we invest in the people behind those 
businesses. We’re here to support you as you scale, 
whether that means connecting you with mentors, 
leveraging our networks, or providing the expertise 
you need to overcome challenges.


Together, we’ll build a business that prospers.


Ready to Take the Next Step? 
Apply for Your Growth 
Assessment

The journey to quantum leaps doesn’t have to be a 
solo mission. We’re offering you the opportunity to 
partner with us through a growth assessment that 
will provide you with the roadmap to scale your 
business sustainably. Whether you're in early-stage 
development or looking to expand across borders, 
our growth assessment will give you the insights 
you need to build a future-proof business.


Apply now, and let’s take your business to the next 
level together.


Book a Consultation with Our 
Team

Take the first step towards a game-changing 
partnership. We’re here to help you unlock 
your business’s full potential. Simply scan the 
QR code below or click the link to schedule a 
consultation with our team. Let’s talk about 
your vision, your goals, and the steps you can 
take to turn them into reality.


Visionary Call: The Future is 
Yours to Build

In South Africa, the future of business isn’t a 
distant dream, it’s a reality waiting to be 
shaped. The businesses that succeed will be 
those that are adaptable, resilient, and 
forward-thinking. Together, we can build 
businesses that are not just profitable, but 

transformative. Businesses that outlive us and 
leave lasting legacies.


At OAO-LEAP, we believe in quantum leaps: bold 
moves that change the trajectory of businesses and 
communities. So ask yourself: How do you want to 
grow? And when you’re ready, we’ll be here to 
partner with you, every step of the way.


	 QR Code or Link for  
	 Consultation Booking
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CONTACT US

SCAN CODE
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