
Leadership challenges in Africa 
 

Introduction 

The honourable programme director, Dr Douglas Ncube, let me take this opportunity 

to thank the president and the acting CEO of the Zimbabwe Institute of 

Management, Mr Isaac Kwesu and Ms Maria Mbudzi respectively for inviting me as a 

guest speaker at your conference on the topic;  “Harnessing Leadership challenges 

in today’s Environment”. Thank you so much. I find this topic highly practical and 

relevant to our own and current situation in Africa today.  

I would like to answer the question implied in the topic by focusing on examples of 

how we are dealing with the same leadership challenges using my own experiences 

with my organization, the SEBATA Group of Companies and the situation in my own 

country, South Africa. This will assist me in being practical in my approach rather 

than theoretical, and so more relevant to your own real-life situation here in 

Zimbabwe. Though I have no experience and knowledge of the Zimbabwean 

environment in particular I think we can still learn from each other’s experiences 

because of our similarity as human beings. 

This topic is also of further relevance to our African continent. Today African is still 

referred to as the “dark continent”. One may ask the question as to why this 

particular assertion? Is it because we are dark in colour? Is it because we are not 

enlightened and are still backward in our approach and thinking? Is it because 

someone psychologically wanted to continue and perpetuate mentally arresting us 

so that we see ourselves as not gifted and having to rely on others to continue hand-

outs while they are milking our own assets and opportunities? There are many 

questions that have always come across my mind without answers. I would like to 

leave this to you to answer on your own but I believe it is in our own hands to come 

up with answers. 

It is not far-fetched to reason that, for a long time, we have allowed outsiders to 

come to Africa to help us resolve our challenges when we could actually rescue 

ourselves. Taking ownership of the problems and challenges in our backyards is 

taking our destinies into our own hands and enables us to solve our own problems 

head-on. There is a proverb in my Sesotho/Tswana language that says “Kgomo go 

tsoswa ye itsosago” – meaning that “help is only given to those who help 

themselves”. Another says “Mmago Ngwana o tswara thipa ka bogaleng” meaning 

that “if you have a problem at hand, you own it yourself”. I believe in these proverbs, 

as they are relevant to us in Africa, today especially. It is about time that, as Africans, 

we all wake up and help ourselves, move ourselves, our families, villages, 



communities, countries and continent forward. As Africans we do not need to rely on 

hand-outs that have never taken us anywhere for centuries. 

 

Leadership Challenges facing us in Africa 

Ladies and gentlemen, personally and organisationally, everyday we are faced with 

numerous challenges which are the same to anyone in any country regardless of 

whether you are in Africa, Europe, Asia or America. Let me outline some of these few 

examples which, when I mention them, I am sure you will be able to identify them 

and realise that indeed they are familiar to you. People generally face the same 

issues in life and in that way no person or country is unique. The problem is that, 

instead of tackling our challenges head on, we find ourselves afraid always and 

unsure as to where to begin solving our problems. And the big fear is simply that I 

might fail or that people might laugh at me in the villages, etc.  

Here are some of the challenges that we face: 

On a personal level: 

 
 Doubt: Where do I start? No one has done this before and what if I don’t 

succeed? What if I fail and what will people say? …etc.  
 Skill & capacity to deliver: Do I have the necessary skills required to deliver on the 

required task? What do I do if I acknowledge that I do not have what it takes?  
 That we are lacking: For instance we might think we lack a proper vision, 

mission, long-term objectives, values, ethics, or the ability to influence others 
in a convincing way without forcing them. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, the answers to all these questions lie within us. It is up to us 

to act smartly, or develop our abilities & capacity to deliver. It is our responsibility to 

build high levels of confidence and self-esteem. We must engage in personal 

development, which is skill and capacity to deliver, that encourages self-discipline, 

creativity and innovation. When we do this we will conquer the fear of failure. I 

believe that all of us here are very smart, and we are all well-educated, intelligent 

enough to deal with any issue that comes our way. I believe this because God does 

not give anybody the challenge that they cannot solve. 

Challenges at an organizational level 

 Governance & planning issues: Our ability to build long-term & sustainable visions 
& missions with clear and unambiguous objectives. It is also our challenge to 
have good values, structures, policies & procedures, compliance 
requirements, and the right tools or technical people to enable our operations 



to run smoothly. Ultimately this is a challenge to us to be productive, effective 
and efficient. 
 
How many of us do business without proper visions or missions, objectives 
and values? How many do you know that do business even without a plan and 
expect to win? Relying on trial & error is no way to succeed. Some of course 
do succeed but most do not. We can’t always rely on emulating others either 
and what has worked for them and expect to be successful. We must have the 
courage to do this for ourselves and our organizations. 
 

 Economic level: Infrastructural deficit, lack of funding to support our visions, 
mission and growth of the organizations we start. 

 

I have seen many organisations with good stories that are being driven by 

unknown individuals. It doesn’t matter how good they are and how well their 

organizations are crafted, they still are given a chance. It is our responsibility 

to overcome this challenge by creating opportunity for our organizations. 

 On a political level: the lack of sound regulatory frameworks, ‘protectionism’ 
which comes from uncertainty and a lack of skills or technological transfer. 
 

 Technological level: Lack of technological know-how and the absence of the 
requisite skills to support the acquired technologies. Our challenge in 
technology is really about knowing how to facilitate efficiency and 
effectiveness. 

 

 On a social level: We experience high levels of corruption. We have a lack of 
skills, a high unemployment rate, poverty, crime and insecurity. These 
challenges have created further challenges like “Get-Rich-Quick-Schemes” and 
“The-Gold-Rush-Syndrome,” both of which expect high returns with no 
interest in hard work. We have abandoned our true ethics and values such as 
Ubuntu and Letsema. They are gone! 
 
 
In today’s world, and particular in South Africa, there is a hunger for 

immediate results and money without the requisite dedication to hard work 

that produces these results we want. Partly because of BEE, the culture that 

our parents before us had is gone and it is sadly that it is so. It was a culture of 

responsibility. 

 



 Challenges on a judiciary level: There is a lack of a proper judiciary structure to 
support dispute solving mechanisms. As a result dealing with corruption and 
the application of fairness in society is a need going unmet. 

 

Many of these challenges can be understood by yourselves because they are familiar 

across Africa. They are even familiar in Europe where many of these problems have 

also not been solved. Yet we go and adopt their solutions when we should be 

courageous enough to develop our own solutions. Solutions must work for us so we 

must be courageous enough to develop them. It is for our own benefit. As I said 

before, we must rise above our fears and create the life we want for ourselves. We 

must be who we truly are as Zimbabweans, South Africans and Africans.  

 

In Conclusion 

What we see today as leadership challenges in Africa are nothing but the 

opportunities for greatness. Business is about solving other people’s problems. Why 

is the whole world flocking to Africa today with business proposals? Let us not sleep 

and lose out as Africans only to later on cry foul in our own backyards. We must 

exercise high levels of self-esteem and confidence to be successful. We must believe 

in ourselves. A man never rises above his level of thinking if he doesn’t have to. If you 

think big, you'll achieve big and if you think small, you'll achieve small things. This is 

one of the greatest challenges facing we Africans today. 

 


