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Abstract: 

Youth unemployment is rising in South Africa, while youth entrepreneurship is critically low. Yet, youth 

entrepreneurship can improve the economic participation of young people, revitalize economies and 

eradicate socio-economic challenges. According to Schumpeterian entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship 

equates to innovation, and entrepreneurs are innovators. However, there is evidence of insufficient 

innovation in South African businesses, both established and start-ups, and informal micro-enterprises. 

According to the GEM South Africa 2023/2024 report, in 2023, only 9.9% and 1.7% of South African 

early-stage entrepreneurs were reportedly involved in product innovation at a national and international 

level respectively. The objective of this study is to identify the drivers, barriers and opportunities of 

innovation in youth entrepreneurship. A narrative literature review study was conducted to critically 

review literature on youth entrepreneurship and innovation. Key findings of the study indicate that 

entrepreneurship education and training, institutional and policy factors, economic and financial factors 

and technological factors can drive innovation in youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. The study 

established that systematic constraints, educational barriers to innovation and gaps in access to funding 

can hinder innovation among youth entrepreneurs. The study emphasizes entrepreneurship education 

that enhances creativity, problem-solving, critical thinking and innovation through both theoretical and 

experiential learning approaches. In addition, the government should extend funding to promote the 

development of innovative incubators, technologies and infrastructure. An innovation-centric and 

collaborative entrepreneurial ecosystem can support the shift to innovative or creative youth 

entrepreneurship.  
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Introduction 

Several countries around the world including South Africa are grappling with high youth unemployment 

(Jubane, 2021). Moreover, the need to curb poverty, unemployment and inequality while transforming 

the economy remains a challenge in South Africa (Habiyaremye et al., 2022). Efforts to address these 

challenges have placed emphasis on youth entrepreneurship. According to Van der Westhuizen (2024), 

soaring levels of youth unemployment in South Africa have compelled young people to resort to 

entrepreneurship for survival, giving rise to grassroots entrepreneurs. This means that youth 

unemployment is driving necessity-driven rather than opportunity-driven entrepreneurship among young 

people. Nevertheless, most African countries rely on youth entrepreneurship for sustainable economic 

development (Samurowo, 2023).  In support, Musariwa and Tinonetsana (2023) posited that youth 

entrepreneurship drives a country’s economic development, employment creation and eradicates 

poverty, which is the case for South Africa.  

Despite the importance of youth entrepreneurship in addressing unemployment, youth unemployment 

has remained persistently high in developing countries (Musariwa & Tinonetsana, 2023). With a youth 

unemployment rate of 46.1% in Q1:2025 up from 36.9% in 2015 (Stats SA, 2025), South Africa is not 

an exception. The escalating rate of youth unemployment in South Africa suggests the failure of youth 

entrepreneurship to eradicate unemployment among young people. However, Van der Westhuizen 

(2024:23) argue that “youth entrepreneur development is not a save-it-all solution to the deep socio-

economic crisis global systems face”. In agreement with Van der Westhuizen (2024), Alam (2019) 

argues that youth entrepreneurship is not the only, but it is part of the solutions to youth unemployment 

problems.  As the traditional job market continues to shrink while graduate output increases, youth 

entrepreneurship can be an avenue for economic participation for young people. Nonetheless, despite 

extensive attempts to boost youth entrepreneurship, it has remained relatively low (Lose, 2023). Various 

researchers have alluded to this assertion and identified gaps in various sectors. For example, Henning 

et al. (2022) identified low levels of youth involvement in agricultural entrepreneurship, while Odongo 

(2023) reported that youth enterprises in South Africa contribute an insignificant fraction to the country’s 

gross domestic product.  

According to Schumpeter, entrepreneurship is more than just starting and successfully running a 

business, which is the static view of entrepreneurship (Mehmood et al., 2019). Entrepreneurship equates 

to innovation, and innovation is a key attribute of entrepreneurs (Upadhyay & Rawal, 2018). Hence, 

Schumpeter’s entrepreneurs are responsible for developing novel products, reinventing products and 

developing new markets (Kaya, 2015), these are known as innovators or creative destructors. Estrin et 

al. (2022) argue that product innovation, process innovation and internationalization facilitate learning 

and growth opportunities in entrepreneurial businesses. Moreover, innovation can give businesses a 
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strong competitive advantage, enhance efficiency, increase profitability and access to international 

markets. Thus, leveraging innovation can enhance youth entrepreneurship and economic development 

in South Africa. This is supported by Mulibana and Rena (2021) who argue that through innovation, 

informal micro-enterprises can grow from survivalists to sustainable businesses that create employment 

and facilitate economic development. On a similar notion, a study by Mwangi et al. (2022) found that 

entrepreneurial innovativeness is significantly correlated with the growth of youth owned businesses in 

Kenya. Despite the varying contexts, Mwangi et al. (2022) empirical findings suggest that innovation 

can boost youth entrepreneurship in South Africa.  

Research conducted by Mulibana and Rena (2021) found that informal micro-enterprises in Gauteng 

South Africa were less involved in innovation activities. Yet, Alam (2019) suggests that technology and 

innovation are a key component of the six dimensions of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Even though 

Mulibana and Rena (2021) findings can be attributed to the challenges faced by micro-enterprises such 

as lack of funding and limited access to technology, they indicate a poor innovation culture in South 

Africa’s informal sector. Moreover, the findings align with the statistics of the GEM South Africa Report 

2023/2024 which indicate low rates of innovation among South African businesses (Bowmaker-Falconer 

et al., 2024). Furthermore, Mulibana and Rena (2021) findings reveal that informal micro-enterprises 

that innovate capitalize on incremental rather than radical innovation, limiting their potential to become 

creative destructors or Schumpeter’s entrepreneurs.  

The overall aim of the paper:  

While Ndlovu et al. (2024) research established that creating a youth-centric innovative environment 

helps minimize inactivity among this population group, Bowmaker et al. (2024) suggests research to 

explore the limitations of innovation in South African businesses. As such, given that most informal 

micro-enterprises in South Africa are youth-owned, it is imperative to investigate the drivers, barriers 

and opportunities for innovation in youth entrepreneurship. 

Questions the paper aims to answer:  

• What are the drivers of innovation in youth entrepreneurship in South Africa?  

• What are the barriers to innovation in youth entrepreneurship in South Africa? 

• What are the opportunities for innovation in youth entrepreneurship in South Africa? 

Methods and Data 

This study adopted a narrative literature review method. Kulczak-Dawkins et al. (2018) posited that 

narrative literature review is a recognized approach for analyzing existing knowledge to find gaps in 

literature. Thus, this narrative literature review sought to synthesize existing literature on youth 
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entrepreneurship and innovation in South Africa to identify knowledge gaps. Unlike systematic literature 

reviews which follow specific guidelines such as PRISMA, there are no standard guidelines for narrative 

literature reviews (Ferrari, 2015). As a result, narrative reviews allow researchers to engage with a broad 

range of literature to identify gaps in research. Contrary to systematic literature reviews, narrative 

reviews follow a less formal methodology, and the presentation of search terms, databases used, and 

the inclusion and exclusion criteria is not essential (Bernardo et al., 2004). Hence, the narrative review 

process is unstructured (Juntunen & Lehenkari, 2019), and often criticized for lacking rigour (Byrne, 

2016). Nevertheless, narrative literature review methods are quicker than systematic reviews, and more 

robust than scoping methods (Kulczak-Dawkins et al., 2018).  

When conducting a narrative literature review, it is imperative that researchers adopt a search strategy 

using relevant keywords and databases (Pautasso, 2016). For this study, peer reviewed literature was 

sourced from databases such as Google Scholar, Wiley online library, Taylor and Francis online, Sabinet 

and Emerald insight. Several keywords including youth entrepreneurship in South Africa, youth 

entrepreneurship and innovation, innovation for youth entrepreneurs were used to select articles 

relevant to the study. Literature ranging from 2015 to 2025 was included in the study to focus on current 

literature and identify relevant gaps. Even though Bernardo et al. (2004) claims that the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria is not essential in narrative literature reviews, Ferrari (2015:230) argues that narrative 

reviews can be enhanced by following the systematic review methodologies that aim to eliminate bias 

in article selection. Thus, the inclusion/exclusion criteria for the following inclusion and exclusion criteria 

were adopted for the study. 

Inclusion  Exclusion 

Peer reviewed literature Non-peer reviewed literature.  

Literature ranging from 2015-2025 Literature beyond 2015 

Literature relevant to youth entrepreneurship and 

innovation.  

Literature that is not relevant to youth 

entrepreneurship and innovation. 

Full access articles Limited access articles 

Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

Results 

Youth Entrepreneurship in South Africa 

Van der Westhuizen (2023) defined youth entrepreneurship as “entrepreneurial activities being 

undertaken by youths between the ages of 15 and 35 who are in the process of applying entrepreneurial 
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qualities, including the individual entrepreneurial orientation (IEO), factors of taking a risk and being 

innovative and proactive”. In other words, youth entrepreneurship is the participation of young people in 

entrepreneurial activities, including starting and running businesses. As shown in figure 1, the GEM 

South Africa Report 2023/2024 indicates that youth entrepreneurship in South Africa is extremely low, 

as shown by the established business ownership rate, business discontinuance rate and TEA.  

  

Figure 1: Youth entrepreneurial activity in South Africa in 2023 (%)  
(Source: Bowmaker-Falconer et al. (2024: 34)) 

These statistics could help explain why youth entrepreneurs in South Africa have been referred to as 

grassroots entrepreneurs. However, the low youth entrepreneurial activities can be attributed to the 

COVID-19 pandemic which adversely impacted on youth entrepreneurship, with developing countries 

including South Africa suffering the most (Chetty et al., 2022). On the other hand, various challenges 

including economic, socio-cultural, technological, institutional and individual competencies could be at 

play. For instance, Matlhake and Kalitanyi (2025) study found a lack of practical skills in most young 

entrepreneurs, despite having formal education. Even though these findings were derived from the 

perspectives of a few youth entrepreneurs in Johannesburg, they align with Odongo (2023) who reported 

that South African youths are said to have limited skills, and Van der Westhuizen (2024) who cited that 

youths often lack knowledge of successful entrepreneurship. Consistent with the low rates of innovation 

reported by Bowmaker-Falconer et al. (2024), South African youths could be lacking innovation, 

creativity and problem-solving skills.  
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Innovation in South African Businesses 

Upadhyay and Rawal (2019:1682) defined innovation as “something original and more effective and, as 

a consequence new, that breaks into the market or society”. In entrepreneurship, innovation implies 

creating novel ideas, products, services and processes, resulting in innovative or creative 

entrepreneurship. With the emergence of new technologies, rising global competition and changing 

customer preferences, innovative entrepreneurship becomes a necessity rather than an option. For 

Schumpeter, businesses should innovate to make profits (Sledzik, 2013). Thus, innovation is the 

foundation of Schumpeterian entrepreneurship, and crucial for economic development (Mehmood et al., 

2019). While product innovation drives economic development, the innovation process transforms 

societies (Baskaran & Mehta, 2016).  

According to the GEM South Africa Report 2023/2024, South African businesses are lacking in terms of 

innovation, especially for early-stage entrepreneurs, as indicated in table 1. For example, in 2023, 9.9% 

of early-stage entrepreneurs indicated that they introduced new products at a national, and 1.7% at an 

international level (Bowmaker-Falconer et al., 2024). These extremely low percentages are concerning, 

considering their negative impacts on South Africa’s trade exports and economic growth (Bowmaker-

Falconer et al., 2024). Potentially, most youth-owned businesses in South Africa fall within the early-

stage entrepreneurs’ category, highlighting the low innovation capacity of youth entrepreneurs. For 

Santos et al. (2024), innovative entrepreneurs can turn challenges into opportunities, however subject 

to support from the government and diverse sectors. The innovation statistics for South African 

businesses indicate an urgent call for South Africa to close the innovation gap, especially among youth 

entrepreneurs. This necessitates research to explore the barriers to innovation in businesses, both 

startup and established (Bowmaker-Falconer et al., 2024). 
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 Product 

Innovation 

 Process 

Innovation 

 

Innovation All-businesses Early-stage 

entrepreneurs 

All businesses Early-stage 

entrepreneurs 

Local 

innovation 

23.7 23.1 25.4 29.9 

National 

innovation 

9.6 9.9 10.2 9.5 

International 

innovation 

1.6 1.7 1.9 1.5 

Table 1: Innovation in South African Businesses in 2023 (%) (Source: Bowmaker-Falconer et al. 
(2024:46)) 

Theoretical Framework 

Schumpeterian Innovation Theory 

According to Joseph Alois Schumpeter, “carrying out innovations is the only function which is 

fundamental in history”, and entrepreneurship is innovation (Sledzik, 2013: 89). Innovation distinguishes 

entrepreneurs from ordinary risk takers, and entrepreneurs are innovators (Upadhyay & Rawal, 2018). 

In other words, Schumpeterian innovation theory entails that entrepreneurship cannot be separated from 

innovation, and innovation is fundamental in entrepreneurship. On a similar notion, Kaya (2015) posited 

that according to Schumpeter, entrepreneurs are innovators responsible for creating novel products, 

reinventing products and discovering new markets. Hence, according to Schumpeter, entrepreneurs can 

be referred to as creative destructors (Upadhyay & Rawal, 2018). In the context of South African youth 

entrepreneurs, Schumpeterian innovation theory implies that youth entrepreneurs should actively 

participate in new product, process and market development. According to the theory, entrepreneurship 

equates to innovation, therefore, youth entrepreneurs in South Africa should contribute to sustainable 

economic development through innovation. Thus, Schumpeter’s entrepreneurship goes beyond starting 

and running a successful business, it is about creativity and change (Mehmood et al., 2019).  

Commenting on Schumpeter’s entrepreneurship, Sledzik (2013) argues that innovation goes beyond 

individual personalities, it is an interaction of various factors. As a result, a multi-dimensional approach 

to cultivating innovation in youth entrepreneurship is necessary. Drawing from Sledzik (2013) assertion, 

the technological, economic, social and institutional contexts of an entrepreneurial ecosystem should 

be optimized for innovative entrepreneurship. This argument is supported by Kaya (2015) who posited 
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that innovation is driven by various economic and non-economic factors, including technological and 

economic conditions. This means South Africa’s entrepreneurial environment plays a significant role in 

influencing innovations among youth entrepreneurs. Thus, inadequate access to capital, 

entrepreneurship education and training and infrastructure may negatively influence the innovation 

propensity of youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. Conversely, access to technology, financial and 

government support programs and innovation incubators can enhance innovation among youth 

entrepreneurs. Hence, Mehmood et al. (2019) argue that governments should provide all-inclusive 

entrepreneurial support, including infrastructure development, training, finance and marketing. It is 

imperative to consider South Africa’s political, economic, socio-cultural and technological factors in 

developing innovative youth entrepreneurs, otherwise known as creative destructors or innovators. 

Despite its significant contribution to innovation and entrepreneurship, Schumpeter’s innovation theory 

has received some criticism. Notably, the theory is criticized for focusing on innovation and overlooking 

other entrepreneur characteristics such as management and organisation skills and risk tolerance, which 

are critical in entrepreneurship (Upadhyay & Rawal, 2018). 

Discussion 

Drivers of Innovation in Youth Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship Education and Training 

Research conducted by Musariwa and Tinonetsana (2023) established the critical role of universities in 

promoting youth entrepreneurship. Consistent with Musarirwa and Tinonetsana (2023), Ogunsanya et 

al. (2024) research underscored the significance of South African higher education institutions 

commitment to youth entrepreneurship through entrepreneurship programs. In addition, Chiloane-Tsoka 

(2016) research confirms the importance of education and training in directing students’ career choices. 

Thus, it is probable that when students receive adequate entrepreneurship education and training, their 

inclination to entrepreneurship increases. However, Chiloane-Tsoka (2016) stated that previous 

research highlighted discrepancies between skills developed in higher education and those demanded 

by the business world. As such, Mmbengwa et al. (2021) study emphasize developing technical skills in 

youth entrepreneurs. In addition, Chiloane-Tsoka (2016) recommends industrial attachment for high 

school and university students, and entrepreneurship education and training that foster both practical 

and soft skills such as creativity, innovation and risk-taking. Therefore, while research confirms the 

critical role played by entrepreneurship education in developing youth entrepreneurship, the infusion of 

experiential learning, practical exercises and extra-curricular entrepreneurship activities is essential for 

developing and nurturing innovative youths.  
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According to Mmbengwa et al. (2021), perseverance, creativity, personal motivation and positive attitude 

are significantly correlated to youth entrepreneurial success in the Vhembe district municipality of South 

Africa. On the other hand, Maka (2023:5) argues that “aspiring entrepreneurs need to possess not only 

essential aptitudes, but also the appropriate mindset to effectively navigate the intricate landscape of 

entrepreneurship”. For this reason, the attributes identified by Mmbengwa et al. (2021) can be 

augmented with entrepreneurship education to develop an appropriate mindset for youth 

entrepreneurship innovation. For example, Chinese educational institutions aim to instill innovator and 

entrepreneur mindsets in youth entrepreneurs through innovation and entrepreneurship courses, 

innovation and entrepreneurship competitions and field practices (Sci-Tech, 2023).  

Institutional and Policy Factors 

Research conducted by Gangiah (2024) underscored the significance of networking and mentorship in 

promoting youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. Consistent with Gangiah (2024), Van der Westhuizen 

(2024) cited that a support network imbedded in the youth entrepreneur ecosystem fosters 

entrepreneurial action and sustainable entrepreneurship amongst South African youths. A network of 

educational institutions, communities, SMEs, government agencies, private sector entities and large 

businesses would provide the relevant resources, mentorship and opportunities to promote youth 

entrepreneurship (Van der Westhuizen, 2024). As such, several policies and initiatives have been 

implemented to support youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. For example, “The National 

Entrepreneurship Development Strategy (NEDS), Entrepreneurship Development in Schools (EDS) 

programme and the Framework for Entrepreneurship Education in Higher Education” were enacted to 

support South African entrepreneurship education (Maka, 2023: 4).  

In addition to policy initiatives, various organisations have been set up to promote entrepreneurial 

activity. As a result, the South African government through the establishment of the National Youth 

Development Agency (NYDA) provides social support, skills development and training and inclusive 

economic participation for youths (Sambo, 2015). Furthermore, through the National Youth Policy and 

the National Development Plan, the South African government aims to develop youth entrepreneurship 

through funding, training and policy reforms (SME South Africa, 2023). The policies and initiatives 

implemented by the South African government have instilled an entrepreneurial mindset in young 

people, equipped them with entrepreneurial skills and cultivated a culture of entrepreneurship (Maka, 

2023). However, research conducted by Sambo (2015) revealed that most youth entrepreneurs 

surveyed could not access business development services, including government support prior to 

starting businesses. For instance, a few respondents (14.8%) had access to business development 

support from NYDA, while only 33% had access to support from Small Enterprise Development Agency 

(SEDA) (Sambo, 2015). Sambo (2015) findings highlight significant gaps in access to government 
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support for South African youth entrepreneurs. These alarming statistics can be attributed to lack of 

awareness of government entrepreneurship programs, stringent requirements and geographical 

inaccessibility.  

Economic and Financial Factors 

Research conducted by Peters et al. (2024) established that despite South African youths’ intention to 

engage in entrepreneurship, a lack of financial resources is a major obstacle. In support, Sambo (2015) 

study reveals that limited financial access constraints youth entrepreneurship development in South 

Africa. These findings have significant implications for youth entrepreneurship and innovation in South 

Africa. Due to financial constraints, South African youths may not be able to pursue the research, 

development and implementation of novel ideas, products and processes. Furthermore, a lack of finance 

may reduce youths’ risk tolerance, prompting them to pursue less innovative and risky businesses that 

offer more security. Yet, Schumpeter’s entrepreneurship is more than just starting and successfully 

running a business (Mehmood et al., 2019), and it equates innovation with profits (Sledzik, 2013). 

Considering Kaya (2015) assertion that innovation is influenced by both economic and non-economic 

factors, it can be argued that the lack of financial resources for youth entrepreneurs in South Africa 

negatively affects their innovation propensity.  

Technological Factors 

Research conducted by Tshabalala and Beharry-Ramraj (2021) found that 4th Industrial Revolution 

Technology (4IR) contributed immensely to the success of youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. 

According to the study findings, using 4IR technologies, youth entrepreneurs navigated COVID-19 

regulations (Tshabalala & Beharry-Ramraj, 2021). These findings demonstrate that emerging 

technologies such as Artificial Intelligence, RFID inventory control, Blockchain and the Internet of Things 

(IoT) facilitate innovation among youth entrepreneurs and foster efficient and competitive businesses. 

In other words, 4IR technologies facilitate creative destruction, according to Schumpeter 

entrepreneurship (Upadhyay & Rawal, 2018). However, South African youths’ access to these emerging 

technologies, and the support rendered by different stakeholders influence their impact on youth 

entrepreneurship and innovation. On a similar notion, Onwu et al. (2023) discovered that technological 

capabilities influence the innovation capabilities of African young innovative companies, including South 

Africa. These findings underline the need to enhance technical skills among youth entrepreneurs in 

South Africa, in addition to entrepreneurship education. Hence, a progressive innovation and 

entrepreneurship curriculum is crucial for entrepreneurship education (De Jager et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, Onwu et al. (2023) findings underscore the significance of digital inclusion for youth 

entrepreneurs regardless of their sector and location, and the development of digital infrastructure. As 
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such, there is need to provide inclusive support to facilitate technological revolution for youth 

entrepreneurship and innovation in South Africa.  

Barriers to Innovation in Youth Entrepreneurship 

Systemic Constraints  

Research conducted by Motha and Nenzhelele (2018) discovered that young people have little 

awareness of government agencies for entrepreneurial support and funding. Furthermore, the research 

found a mismatch between government agencies’ objectives and outcomes, and the expectations of 

young people (Motha & Nenzhelele, 2018). The findings lend support to Sambo (2015) research which 

established that youth entrepreneurs in South Africa could not use business development support 

services due to lack of awareness, costly services or not deriving value from the services. These findings 

indicate that despite the availability of government support programs, inadequate coordination, 

collaboration and engagement can hinder youth entrepreneurship innovation. For example, lack of 

awareness can hinder youth entrepreneurs from accessing funding and training opportunities offered by 

the government. Based on these findings, it is imperative to enhance communication, accessibility, and 

alignment between government support services and youth entrepreneurial needs to foster an 

innovative youth entrepreneurial ecosystem. For instance, Onwu et al. (2023) and Tshabalala and 

Beharry-Ramraj (2021) studies emphasized the significance of technological capabilities and 4IR 

technologies which government agencies can channel their support towards to foster innovation among 

youth entrepreneurs.  

Educational Barriers to Innovation 

Traditional entrepreneurship education and development methods are inadequate in preparing 

studentpreneurs for today’s complex business environment (Awotunde & Aregbeshola, 2024). A critical 

look into Awotunde and Aregbeshola (2024) assertion shows that conventional entrepreneurship 

teaching methods fail to address innovation and creativity skills among youth entrepreneurs. This is 

supported by Van der Westhuizen (2024) who identified a gap in specialized skills and innovation as 

significant barriers to youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. In addition, Odongo (2023) noted that 

South African youths reportedly have insufficient entrepreneurial skills and innovation prowess. 

Awotunde and Aregbeshola (2024) supports the views of Van der Westhuizen (2024) and Odongo 

(2023) and argue that curriculum decay, which is evidenced by shortage of skilled academics and 

technology has limited the development of graduate entrepreneurship through innovation and creativity. 

Thus, despite the efforts of higher educational institutions in developing and teaching entrepreneurship 

education, studies have revealed a significant gap in the ability of entrepreneurship education in 
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addressing critical entrepreneurial skills. As such, if overlooked, a lack of innovation competencies in 

youth entrepreneurs can stifle youth entrepreneurship development.  

Gaps in Access to Funding  

Limited access to funds and financial support hinder the conceptualization of creative business ideas by 

young people (Sumaworo, 2023). The author concurs with Van der Westhuizen (2024) who posited that 

difficulties in financial access hinder youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. Furthermore, research 

conducted by Mgweba and Lungisa (2024) found that the effective implementation of innovative 

entrepreneurial incubators (IEIs) for youth employment is constrained by lack of funding. These 

perspectives are validated by Lekhanya (2016) who found that bureaucratic obstacles, such as stringent 

bank requirements in obtaining a loan or financial support hinder young people from starting a business 

in South Africa. Thus, these findings underscore the need for sustainable financing models to facilitate 

innovation in youth entrepreneurship. The challenge of lack of funding poses a critical threat to the 

sustainability of initiatives such as innovative entrepreneurial incubators. As such, regardless of youth 

commitment to entrepreneurship and innovation, emphasis should be placed on availing sufficient 

funding for sustainable youth entrepreneurial innovation programs.  

Opportunities for Innovation in Youth Entrepreneurship  

Government and Private-Sector Initiatives 

Literature reveals the substantial efforts made by both the public and private sectors to promote 

innovation in youth entrepreneurship. However, there is a need for more collaborative efforts. This is 

supported by Adeosun and Shittu (2021) research which found that government support, informal 

network society and external knowledge infrastructure are critical in facilitating learning and innovation 

in youth owned businesses in Nigeria. Regardless of the different contexts, the findings suggest that a 

multi-stakeholder entrepreneurial ecosystem is required to facilitate innovation in youth 

entrepreneurship. For South African youth entrepreneurship, government agencies such as SEDA and 

NYDA can collaborate with higher educational institutions to enhance skills development, access to 

technology and the innovation propensity of young people. For example, the Chinese government 

encourages the participation of students in scientific and technological innovation projects and funds the 

projects, and implements policies and interventions targeted at young entrepreneurs and innovators in 

rural areas. Drawing from Sambo (2015) and Motha and Nenzhelele (2018) findings, not only do 

government agencies need to make available programs to promote innovation among youth 

entrepreneurs, effective communication, collaboration and engagement is required with different 

stakeholders.  
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Universities, Incubators, and Mentorship Networks 

Various authors (Gangiah, 2023; Sumaworo, 2023; Maisela et al., 2024; Van der Westhuizen, 2024) 

emphasize the significance of entrepreneurship training and skills development in promoting youth 

entrepreneurship. Nonetheless, Maisela et al. (2024) research established that notwithstanding 

significant entrepreneurial attempts, inadequate entrepreneurial support hindered practical business 

operation. These findings draw attention to the type of entrepreneurial education offered in educational 

institutions. Du Toit and Kempen (2018:13) research on the contribution of high school curriculum to the 

entrepreneurship education of South African youth revealed that “the curricula contain mainly content 

about entrepreneurship and content for entrepreneurship, with minimal evidence of learning through 

entrepreneurship”. This means that even though entrepreneurship education is offered in South African 

educational institutions, it may be insufficient to promote innovation in youth entrepreneurship. Hence, 

Van der Westhuizen (2024) argues that entrepreneurship practice can augment both academic and non-

academic programs for youth entrepreneurship. Therefore, higher educational institutions should shift 

from the traditional theoretical entrepreneurship curriculum to experiential learning. Business 

simulations, start-up boot camps and incubators should replace entrepreneurship lectures or classroom 

learning. Entrepreneurship training that fosters creativity, design thinking, critical thinking, problem-

solving and innovation should be prioritized. Technology and digital skills should be integral to 

entrepreneurship education and training.  

Awotunde and Aregbeshola (2024) recommended the integration of the Systemic Action Learning Action 

Research (SALAR) model in entrepreneurship curricula and training to enhance problem-solving skills 

among aspiring student entrepreneurs. Awotunde and Van der Westhuizen (2021) found a strong link 

between the application of SALAR, students' entrepreneurial self-efficacy development, entrepreneurial 

intention and entrepreneurial action. As such, the SALAR model is most likely to enhance youth 

entrepreneurship and innovation through enhanced self-efficacy. However, even though Van der 

Westhuizen (2024) argue that the adoption of the SALAR model could enhance the integration of 

entrepreneurial theory and practice, the author emphasized the collaborative efforts of both internal and 

external stakeholders including academic and support staff and mentors. 

Conclusion 

This research investigated the barriers, drivers and opportunities for innovation in youth 

entrepreneurship in South Africa. Key findings of the study indicate that entrepreneurship education and 

training, institutional and policy factors, economic and financial factors and technological factors can 

drive innovation in youth entrepreneurship in South Africa. On the other hand, the study established that 

systematic constraints, educational barriers to innovation and gaps in access to funding can hinder 

innovation among youth entrepreneurs. This calls for practical and policy interventions that seek to 
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address the barriers and improve the opportunities for youth entrepreneurship innovation. 

Entrepreneurship education transformation should prioritize creativity, problem-solving and experiential 

learning to go beyond instilling basic business skills in youth entrepreneurs. Furthermore, public and 

private stakeholders should improve support mechanisms for innovative youth-led entrepreneurial 

ventures, including access to capital, technology and digital infrastructure. Policy frameworks for youth 

entrepreneurship should promote access to innovation hubs and creativity mentorship for youth 

entrepreneurs in both rural and urban areas. Finally, universities, the government and the industry 

should collaborate to create a sustainable innovative entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

Theoretical Implications 

• The study provides conceptual foundation for research that seeks to explore relationships 

among various factors and youth entrepreneurship innovation. For instance, the influence 

of entrepreneurship education and training, institutional and policy factors, economic and 

financial factors and technological factors on innovation outcomes in youth 

entrepreneurship. A potential research question is: What specific components of 

entrepreneurship education (experiential learning, mentorship, or curriculum design) most 

effectively promote innovative behavior among youth entrepreneurs? Another potential 

research question is: How do various forms of institutional support (government policy, 

incubator programs, access to finance, and regulatory frameworks) affect innovation in 

youth-led ventures?  

• The study establishes that innovation in youth entrepreneurship is driven by various factors. 

As such, there is need for comprehensive models that integrate entrepreneurship education, 

institutional, economic and technological factors to drive innovative youth entrepreneurship. 

A potential further research question is: Which specific factors (e.g., access to finance, 

technology adoption, education quality, or policy incentives) most strongly drive innovation 

among youth entrepreneurs in developing economies?   

• The study highlights that innovation in youth entrepreneurship is an interaction of individual, 

institutional and environmental factors. Thus, research can integrate various theories to 

explore youth entrepreneurship innovation. For example, research can integrate human 

capital theory and institutional theory to understand innovation in youth entrepreneurship. A 

potential further research question is: How do individual-level factors (education, skills, 

experience) interact with institutional frameworks (policy and regulations, digital 

infrastructure, access to funding) to influence youth innovation outcomes? 
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Practical Implications 

• Policymakers should dedicate funding and subsidies for youth-led innovation. Inclusive 

support structures should target youth-led startups in both formal and informal sectors, and 

urban and rural communities. This includes developing innovation hubs, digital 

infrastructure and creative entrepreneurship mentorship for youth entrepreneurs. This aligns 

with Lose (2021) research that recommended that governments should be actively involved 

in the development of local, regional and national business incubation institutions in South 

Africa.  

• Entrepreneurship education should be creative, innovative and practical. It should not be 

about teaching students about business but instilling in them innovative and creative 

mindsets. As such, problem-solving, creative thinking, design thinking and analytical skills 

should be prioritized in entrepreneurship education. This is supported by Motlhabane (2019) 

research that underscores the need to augment the entrepreneurship curriculum with 

practical activities, nurture students’ creativity and innovation, and forming valuable 

stakeholder collaborations for entrepreneurial success. Most recent research by Matlhake 

and Kalitanyi (2025) underscores the significance of infusing practical skills such as financial 

planning and digital literacy in entrepreneurship education curriculum. 

• Drawing from the triple helix model, stakeholders including universities, the government, 

public and private sectors should work together to create entrepreneurial ecosystems that 

are innovation driven. While universities can develop creative entrepreneurship education 

curriculum, governments can improve access to innovative resources including technology 

and infrastructure. 

• Financial institutions, including banks, should improve financial access for innovative youth 

entrepreneurs. This is because for some youth entrepreneurs, the major problem is a lack 

of capital to fund their innovative ventures rather than innovative ideas. 

• Educational institutions should support and invest in research that encourages innovation 

among students. However, as emphasized by Mbuya et al. (2016) research, youth 

entrepreneurship is not the responsibility of the government only, but of diverse stakeholders 

including universities and the private sector. Therefore, an innovative youth entrepreneurial 

ecosystem in South Africa should prioritize collaboration among diverse stakeholders.  
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