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In order to do so, we have to
understand what exactly we mean by
ecosystems - how they work, what it
means to be “enabling”, and what the
potential impact of this could be. We
will then explore what is currently going
wrong, and what the challenges in
ecosystems today are. We will explore
the concept of catalysts or
changemakers within ecosystems, and
we will look at a few case studies of
examples of ecosystem change. Lastly,
and pertinently, we will look at what is
needed for an ecosystem to be “ready”
for change, who should be catalysing
this change, and what the interventions
they make can / should look like.

WHY ENABLING ECOSYSTEMS?
An ecosystem can be loosely defined as 

In this article we
explore how we can
create enabling artisan
ecosystems.

Stakeholders: including private
industry, government, industry
bodies, training providers, labour
etc. 
Systems and structures: including
legislation and policy, accreditation,
qualifications etc. 

a group of interconnected
stakeholders that interact with and
impact each other, and function in
relation to each other in the same
geographic or structural space. When
we talk about artisan ecosystems, we
are referring to: 1) the sectors or
industries that are largely comprised of
artisan-based businesses and/or rely
heavily on artisan-based skills in their
workforce; and 2) the associated
structures surrounding and within
these businesses, such as the skills
development environment, supporting
services, the business community,
legislation and infrastructure, and
informal norms, all of which inform
how the ecosystem operates. We
consider artisan ecosystems as being
made up of:

1.

2.

ECOSYSTEMS

In order for ecosystems to be ready for change, there needs to be coordination and
direction, significant opportunity, pressure & demand for change and political will
Change can be catalysed by ecosystem facilitators who are partnered with key stakeholders 
Ecosystem interventions must be multi-pronged, strategic and systemic 

TL / DR: How can we build enabling artisan ecosystems?
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 3.Resources and assets: human
    capital, infrastructure, SETA funding,
    geography, investment in skills
    infrastructure etc.
4.External factors: economy,
   geopolitical factors, pandemics etc.
5.Norms and behaviours: these are the
   attitudes, mindsets, approaches and 
   shared beliefs that can strongly 
   influence how the system operates 
   and for whom

artisan industries, ecosystems are
currently not enabling, and have room
for improvement. Each industry faces
its own unique challenges; however,
there are some common themes
across industries and ecosystems,
which give us clues to how we can
begin to think about a formula to
catalyse system change and create
enabling ecosystems.

ECOSYSTEM CHALLENGES
Before we discuss what’s going wrong,
it’s important to acknowledge the
assets that exist. South Africa has an
advantage in that there are already a
lot of resources, structures, and policy
commitments for skills that many other
comparable countries lack. These
include structures such as the skills
levy and SETA system, as well as
existing investment in infrastructure (in
the TVET system). While both the
implementation and the coordination
of these resources is a challenge, it is
important to acknowledge them in the
first instance.

That being said, one of the first and
biggest challenges that most artisan
ecosystems face is that they have a
high degree of fragmentation, which
limits clear industry-wide strategies,
coordination, and leadership. This can
be seen through the misalignment of
skills-demand and training provision,
through the lack of integration of skills
development into the majority of
Master Plans (where these exist),
through inefficiency and waste of 

An ecosystem can therefore be said to
be the interplay between all of these
components, and the reality created for
those within the ecosystem. Our goal is
to identify how one can best create
enabling artisan ecosystems. To do so
it is important to define what we mean
by an “enabling” ecosystem. Ideally, an
enabling ecosystem will foster
opportunities for inclusive growth and
the development of stakeholders and
the industry / sector as a whole, as well
as being sustainable and efficiently and
effectively run. The enabling ecosystem
is globally competitive and ready to
transform / already transforming,
increasing access for all within it.

By and large today across the various
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resources, and through the lack of a
systemic approach to resources, and
through the lack of a systematic
approach to ecosystem management.
This last factor is exemplified by the
fact that historically we have seen
siloed “projects” being run in isolation
within ecosystems as an approach to
challenges, as opposed to creating
coordinated systems solutions.
Furthermore, in the past every time an
initiative or project is not making
progress, project managers have often
felt pressured to change strategies,
with funders not always understanding
that ecosystems change projects often
take more time to show results, but
when they do, those results are deeper
and longer-lasting. 

our legislative and policy environment
enables growth and ease of doing
business. This has proved a challenge
across artisan ecosystems, in a number
of ways. Broadly, interviewees agreed
that a lot of policy and legislative
decisions are made with a very short-
term focus, which often results in a lack
of trust from private industry.

Furthermore, our systems are often
overly complex, and not held
accountable in a systemic manner -
resulting in confusion, lack of
accountability, and a focus on supply
driven interventions which do not take
need, output or impact into account.

Another major challenge faced across
ecosystems is a lack of future-oriented
planning, particularly when it comes to
skills development. Many industries are
falling behind global standards of
technology adoption, and are not
investing strategically in future
technologies or infrastructure of a
global standard. This filters through on
an ecosystem level as a lack of strategic
planning for future skills, and a lack of
curriculum alignment for future skills.This ultimately creates more complexity

and inefficiency. Resource allocation
and deployment also causes issues
within ecosystems, with existing
financial enablers, such as SETA grant
funds, often slowed by bureaucratic
processes and with limited evaluations
of which SETA-funded models deliver
the highest return-on-investment.

When we consider enabling
ecosystems, one key factor is ensuring

"Coordination and integration of
training into industry master plans
is key to ecosystem building"
- Carmel Marock, Singizi Consulting
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One of the largest challenges facing
many artisan ecosystems is skills
development. Efficient and effective
skills development is seen as a key
enabler within ecosystems, and a factor
that can exacerbate other challenges.
Skills development issues range from
the ability to attract and select talent
into the industry, to the quality of
training and availability of high quality
training providers, a lack of 

"Skills development is one of the biggest challenges to address
within artisan ecosystems, but a strong skills pipeline is also
one of the greatest enablers for industry growth." 
- Colin Hagans, IYF

WHAT MAKES CHANGE POSSIBLE?
(AND SUCCESSFUL)
Before change can happen, the
conditions must be right for it to be
effective. We have identified a set of
four broad “enabling conditions”, which
are vital for catalysing successful
ecosystem change.

1 | Coordination and Direction
In order for industry interventions and
change to be successful, there must
first be a level of coordination within an
industry, and a clear direction for that
industry. This can come in the form of
industry intermediaries such as
industry or professional bodies, or
potentially in the form of organised
labour. Additionally direction is usually
expressed as a Master Plan for a
sector, or a medium term Strategic
Plan for an industry. Both coordination
and direction are necessary here.

alignment of training to industry
demand, a lack of specific soft skills and
business focused training, and finally
and perhaps most importantly to a lack
of deliberate engagement with /
ownership of skills development from
private industry. The disconnect
between industry engagement and
skills development contributes to and
worsens the lack of strategic focus on
skills development - which again
exacerbates all other issues.
Furthermore, there is a huge challenge
around transformation in artisan
ecosystems, including a challenge
around gender diversity.

CATALYTIC CHANGE
In many ecosystem success stories, we
can identify a turning point or moment
when the ecosystem shifts. This is often
driven by a particular catalytic
stakeholder or event. By isolating

examples of what those catalysts are,
there is an opportunity to replicate that
success in other industries or
ecosystems. Throughout the remainder
of this article, we will explore what the
pre-existing conditions for catalysing
change are, as well as who can enable
this change / who the catalysts might
be, and any interventions they may
provide to help create enabling
ecosystems.
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2 | Opportunity
The second key condition is
opportunity. This is important both
internally – for stakeholders within an
ecosystem to recognise opportunity
and possibility; and externally – in
order to attract ecosystem enablers
and attention. Opportunity includes
factors such as room for increased
employment, growth and increased
contribution to the economy.
Opportunity can also include existing
investment in infrastructures that is
being underutilised - such as existing
investment in skills development.
Finally, opportunity can come in the
form of existing problems that are very
solvable, and just need the right input.

4 | Political Will  
Finally, in order to enact lasting change,
there must be some level of political
will or at the very least attention /
focus. This could be through
governmental priorities (e.g. the
Presidential Economic Reconstruction
and Recovery Plan), or through direct
willingness from a department such as
DHET or DTI to partner. 

A final note on pre-existing conditions:
it is our belief that industry change is
most effective when these conditions
are already in place when the industry
intervention takes place, however these
conditions can be manufactured or
stimulated by stakeholders within the
industry, or ecosystem facilitators, in
order to help get an ecosystem ready
for change.

WHO SHOULD BE CATALYSING
CHANGE? 
One of the ways for catalytic change to
occur within ecosystems is for there to
be an ecosystem facilitator, who plays
the role of a catalyst, and gets things
moving in the right direction. This
ecosystem facilitation role can played
by a number of different types of
stakeholders that are “external” to the
industry initially, including social
partners or funders (the likes of
International Youth Foundation,
Harambee Youth Employment
Accelerator etc.), or internal
stakeholders such as ecosystem
intermediaries - or industry bodies -
themselves (such as NAACAM, IOPSA,
SEIFSA, BUSA, B4SA), or by joint task
teams, which can include government.

3 | Pressure & Demand for Change
The third major condition is pressure
and industry demand for change.
Pressure can be either internal, either a
significant opportunity or threat – such
as a skills shortage crisis in the early
2000s in the automotive industry; or
external – such as a drive to be globally
competitive. This pressure should
ideally lead to a willingness or demand
from industry for change. Without this
willingness or demand, change will not
be effective as there won’t be buy in.

“In order for change to occur, there
must be both a need and an
interest from private industry’’
- Douglas Comrie, B&M Analysts
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“Social partners can create a blueprint, to challenge the status quo and
guide us on how to rebuild our ecosystems.”
- Tapiwa Samanga, NTIP

CASE STUDIES
1 | High Gear 
The National Association of Automotive
Component and Allied Manufacturers
(NAACAM) and the Department of
Higher Education and Training (DHET)
are the lead national partners of High
Gear, an initiative managed by the
International Youth Foundation (IYF)
that is seeking to advance South
Africa’s public TVET college system.
High Gear is drawing on industry
knowledge and skills imperatives —
along with IYF curricula enhancement
tools — to strengthen the market
relevance of select public TVET college
courses. Ultimately, High Gear aims to
demonstrate a model for greater
industry involvement in TVET course
design and delivery that generates
enthusiasm from TVET educators and
industry, while also generating positive
returns for young people and
employers. The UK Government’s Skills
for Prosperity Programme is funding
High Gear's implementation in
KwaZulu-Natal Province, and the United
States Agency for International
Development (USAID) and the Michael
& Susan Dell Foundation are funding
project 

Historically, stakeholders within the
ecosystem or within government have
often struggled to enact catalytic
change alone, as they are not truly
outcome-focused, and do not manage
accountability. Furthermore, because
they are within the system, it is often
difficult for them to focus on holistic
ecosystem facilitation. An additional
advantage of having a social partner as
ecosystem facilitator is that they can
bring in lessons learnt and best
practice from other ecosystems and
other countries. The best examples
involve an external facilitator in the
initial phases, that forms true
partnerships with industry
stakeholders, government and other
key players – these can be structured
as PPPs. A key factor here is that an
ecosystem facilitator is often necessary
to catalyse change and harness
momentum towards positive change,
but on its own, it will be ultimately
unsuccessful if there is not a focus on
systemic change and systems building,
and on building capacity within the
ecosystem – and especially within the
ecosystem intermediary (usually an
industry or professional body).

6



coordinates industry role players to
provide a sustainable supply of suitably
skilled people to enable the sector to
remain competitive and to grow.
Having identified GBS as a sector with
significant potential for inclusive
growth, Harambee has played a crucial
role in the context of its own (evolving)
model of ecosystem facilitation.
Harambee has enabled BPESA over the
past 3 years, including through the
formation of a crucial 3-way
partnership with the DTIC. Harambee
commissioned Genesis Analytics to
produce a detailed case study and
toolkit detailing a model for growing
sectors inclusively. Harambee is
invested in the replication of this model
within other sectors that have been
identified as having the potential for
inclusive growth and job creation at
scale.

implementation in Eastern Cape
Province. All three funding partners are
supporting High Gear’s national
stakeholder engagement and learning
efforts.

2 | NTIP
The National Tooling Initiative
Programme (NTIP), a partnership
between industry and government, is a
turnaround intervention programme
aimed at the rehabilitation and growth
of the Tool, Die and Mould making
(TDM) Sector, specialising in the
implementation of programmes in the
manufacturing industry. The core of
NTIP is focusing on skills and enterprise
development programmes for the
tooling industry. The programme was
able to produce high quality artisans
and fill an important gap in the sector.
The two main challenges for this
programme are that it was structured
as a project and not as a systemic
change, and it was extremely costly to
implement.

3 | BPESA and Harambee
BPESA or Business Process Enabling
South Africa, is the industry body for
the GBS (Global Business Services)
sector in South Africa. BPESA’s mission
is to create an environment in the GBS
sector that is conducive for inclusive
and collaborative growth. Its purpose is
to market South Africa to the world as
an attractive place to offshore business
processes, Thereby stimulating local
job creation. Furthermore, BPESA

Coordination and integration:
ecosystem facilitators have a key
role to play in bringing various
stakeholders together and
facilitating active engagement and
integration of various parts of the
ecosystem.
Advocacy: Facilitators need to act as
advocates for the industry / sector,
particularly within government, but
also across the broader ecosystem.

THE ROLE OF ECOSYSTEM
FACILITATORS
Given the above, what are the
interventions that these ecosystem
facilitators can or should be making?
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Access to funding: ecosystem
facilitators can provide access to
funding, either by directly funding
initiatives or by removing frictions
in securing funding.
Intermediary support / systems
building: ecosystem facilitators
need to support the intermediaries
they work with, and crucially, must
provide capacity building and
systems building to ensure
longevity of any solutions.
Narrative building: apart from
advocacy within the ecosystem and
within government, it is crucial that
ecosystem facilitators help build
and drive a narrative for the
industry or sector within the
broader community and the public.
Gender and social inclusion: ensuring
that those demographic groups
historically excluded from artisan
ecosystems have a voice and role in
enhancing transformation.
Private sector experts: crucially,
ecosystem facilitators can identify,
source and contract private sector
experts who can support in
enacting change and conducting
interventions. This can be
particularly useful for skills
development, for technological
introduction, and for positioning
within an industry.

Blueprints / best practice: lastly, it is
crucial that ecosystem facilitators
provide a blueprint or best practice
for ecosystem success, and that
they document and share lessons
learnt and best practices with all in
the ecosystem. As part of this role,
facilitators are well placed to play a
crucial accountability or monitoring
and evaluation role. Without
accountability the whole process
will fail.

In conclusion, it is possible to plan and
enact ecosystem change on a large
scale, and to do so systemically.
Positive change can be catalysed by
ecosystem facilitators, and can spread.
It takes collaborative effort with
engagement from industry bodies or
other intermediaries, public and private
sectors, relevant experts, and social
partners to build lasting solutions. To
create truly enabling ecosystems, it is
vital that ecosystem facilitators monitor
and evaluate solutions and create
blueprints and examples that can be
replicated and improved on. If we are
to create truly enabling artisan
ecosystems, it is crucial that we work
collaboratively to facilitate true
ecosystem partnerships and engage in
building strategies for systemic change.
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