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Abstract

This paper explores the integration of Human-Centered Entrepreneurship (HCE)
principles into rural economic development in Africa, with a focus on South Africa.
Drawing on secondary data from academic literature, government reports, and case
studies, the paper examines how empathy-driven, inclusive approaches can address
rural challenges like poverty, inequality, high youth unemployment and limited
resources.

Rural communities bear the most brunt when it comes to unemployment due to a
dearth of the private sector companies and opportunities, as such they are often
characterized by high unemployment rates and limited opportunities leading to a cycle
of poverty, inequality and underdevelopment.

The paper underscores Human Centered Entrepreneurship’s potential to bridge
innovation gaps, contributing to equitable growth in underserved rural communities
suggesting that by placing rural communities at the very center of the entrepreneurial
process, HCE can catalyze a more resilient, dignified, and community-owned form of
economic development.

Introduction

Africa's rural landscapes face persistent challenges including high unemployment,
poverty, inequality and inadequate infrastructure. Poverty remains mainly a rural
challenge. According to the United Nations Development Plan (UNDP) 83.7% of
people in poverty live in the rural areas.

With undeniably high numbers of poverty and unemployment, it is evident that rural
areas urgently need innovative entrepreneurial ecosystems and solutions.

“It is an established fact that the small business sector is regarded as a fundamental
ingredient in the establishment of a modern, progressive and vibrant economy”,
(Beaver: 2002:4). This is why ailing economies have always looked to small
businesses as a source of economic growth due to their reputation as the job creation
engines, which play a huge role in reducing poverty, inequality and unemployment.

The South African National Development Plan vision for 2030, is that by 2030, South
Africa's rural communities must have better opportunities to participate fully in the
economic, social and political life of the country. The vision includes better
integration of the country's rural areas, achieved through successful land reform,
infrastructure development, job creation and poverty alleviation.

The realization of this vision requires an exploration of partnerships and solutions,
one of which is the advancement of small businesses in rural communities.



In the context of South Africa, fostering rural entrepreneurship is crucial in advancing
the development of rural economies, alleviating poverty and mitigating entrenched
inequalities.

Even with the high unemployment rates, there is no doubt that economic activity still
takes place in rural communities. Rural communities also have problems and needs
which create opportunities for the establishment of small businesses.

Entrepreneurship has long been positioned as a tool for job creation and economic
growth, yet traditional models frequently neglect the social and human dimensions of
enterprise development particularly empathy, local context, and community well-
being.

In an effort to solve problems and identify opportunities faced by rural communities,
this paper explores Human-Centered Entrepreneurship as a strategic framework for
advancing rural economic development in Africa. Rooted in empathy, inclusivity, and
community-driven innovation, HCE redefines entrepreneurship beyond profit
generation positioning it as a tool for dignity restoration, social cohesion, and
sustainable livelihoods.

Human-centered entrepreneurship (HCE) offers a promising framework, prioritizing
empathy, inclusivity, and stakeholder well-being over pure profit maximization. This
approach aligns with design thinking principles of empathy, ideation, prototyping, and
iteration to create solutions tailored to real human needs.

The research question guiding this study is: How can HCE enhance sustainable rural
businesses in South Africa, and what implications does this hold for broader African
contexts?

Literature Review

Human Centered Entrepreneurship (HCE) is defined as a problem-solving technique
that places real people, users, employees, and communities at the center of business
development. Unlike traditional entrepreneurship, HCE draws from human-centered
design, ensuring innovations are feasible, viable, and desirable thus prioritizing well-
being and ethical growth.

Human Centered Entrepreneurship is an approach to creating and managing a
business that prioritizes deep empathy for human needs and experiences at every
stage, seeking to generate sustainable value for all stakeholders (Baron & Henry,
2010). According to Baron and Henry Human Centered Entrepreneurship strongly
advocates for and outlines the components of a human-centered approach to
entrepreneurship, emphasizing the importance of understanding and responding to
human and social factors as a core entrepreneurial competency.

The HCE approach is closely linked to the Design Thinking approach. Design
thinking is defined as a non-linear, iterative process used to understand users,
challenge assumptions, redefine problems, and create innovative solutions to
prototype and test. It is a mindset and a methodology focused on solving complex
problems in a human-centric way.



Design Thinking is a phased process, which typically involves five stages:

1. Empathize/ Immerse: Conduct research to develop a deep understanding of
your users and their context.

2. Define: Synthesize your findings to articulate the core problem you are trying
to solve from a human-centered point of view.

3. Ideate: Brainstorm a wide range of potential solutions, thinking "outside the
box" without constraints.

4. Prototype: Turn ideas into tangible, low-fidelity artifacts or minimum viable
product that can be tested.

5. Test: Gather feedback on your prototypes from real users, and refine your
solution based on their input.

HCE draws upon the principles of human-centered design (IDEO, 2015) and human
development theory (Sen, 1999), emphasizing the expansion of people’s freedoms
and capabilities. It shifts focus from “entrepreneur as profit-maker” to “entrepreneur
as problem-solver,” prioritizing community well-being over short-term financial gain.
Core principles of HCE include:

+ Empathy and Contextual Understanding: Understanding the real needs and
aspirations of rural communities.

» Co-creation and Participation: Designing solutions with communities, not
for them.

* Sustainability and Stewardship: Balancing economic, social, and
environmental outcomes.

* Learning and Capacity Building: Developing entrepreneurial mindsets
through experiential learning.

* Social Value Creation: Measuring success by community impact rather than
revenue alone.

This framework is particularly relevant in rural African contexts, where collective
resilience and shared value are cultural norms.

There are clear similarities in the process of Design Thinking and the principles of
Human Centered Entrepreneurship. In African societies, these values resonate
strongly with the indigenous philosophy of Ubuntu “I am because we are” which
emphasizes interconnectedness and mutual care. HCE thus represents an African-
rooted yet globally relevant approach to entrepreneurship and development.

Ubuntu, an African philosophy of interconnectedness, complements HCE by fostering
community collaboration and ethical decision-making in entrepreneurship. This
integration promotes digital and social entrepreneurship tailored to African needs.
Aligning with SDGs, South Africa's National Development Plan (NDP) targets
poverty elimination and inclusive growth by 2030, with rural development key to
SDGs 1 (No Poverty), 2 (Zero Hunger), and 8 (Decent Work).

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative secondary data analysis, synthesizing existing
sources to explore HCE in rural African contexts. Data were drawn from academic



databases, government reports and case studies from organizations like the World
Bank, UNDP and AFSA. Inclusion criteria focused on publications relevant to Africa,
rural entrepreneurship, and HCE principles. Thematic analysis identified patterns in
challenges, opportunities, and impacts, ensuring a comprehensive review without
primary data collection.

Findings and Discussion

Secondary data reveals some examples of the HCE model’s effectiveness in rural
communities, for example

* Kenya’s Ajira Digital Program trains rural youth to access online work
using design thinking principles.

* Ghana’s Kosmos Innovation Center focuses on agripreneurship through
challenge-driven innovation.

* Nigeria’s Tony Elumelu Foundation emphasizes empowerment and
mentoring for early-stage entrepreneurs.

* South Africa’s Azmon Nimrod Business Incubator demonstrates how
human-centered models can create tangible outcomes. By integrating
mentorship, compliance support, and funding facilitation with relational
coaching, the incubator helps rural entrepreneurs build confidence and
accountability. Participants engage in experiential learning, problem-
solving workshops, and community-led market days fostering both
economic and social value.

These initiatives show that human-centered methods when adapted to local realities
can transform rural economies by strengthening human capability and community
networks.

Across Africa, rural regions remain the heartbeat of culture, agriculture, and natural
resource wealth, yet they account for a disproportionate share of poverty and
underdevelopment. More than 60% of Africa’s population resides in rural areas, and
many communities continue to experience economic exclusion, infrastructural
deficits, and limited access to markets or capital.

While entrepreneurship has been promoted as a driver of economic transformation,
conventional approaches often focus narrowly on business growth rather than human
development. This has created a disconnect between entrepreneurship policies and the
real needs, identities, and aspirations of rural people.

Human-Centered Entrepreneurship challenges this paradigm by grounding
entrepreneurship in empathy and local participation. It sees entrepreneurs not as
isolated individuals but as community catalysts agents of social change who mobilize
local resources and knowledge to create value that benefits all.

In countries like Kenya, Ghana, Nigeria, and South Africa, rural development
programs and enterprise policies have yielded mixed results largely due to top-down
implementation and limited local participation, for example, agricultural
commercialization programs often overlook the social networks and informal
knowledge systems that sustain rural livelihoods, as a result many rural communities
still depend heavily on subsistence agriculture, government grants, and informal



economies. Despite decades of investment in rural development, most African
countries continue to face persistent poverty, youth unemployment, and inequality
between urban and rural economies. Traditional development models have often
imposed external solutions with limited community ownership or sustainability.

While previous and current rural interventions have laid important groundwork, they
often fail to fully integrate community involvement in entrepreneurship. What
remains missing is a human-centered approach that treats rural citizens not as
beneficiaries but as co-designers of their economic futures. This entails reimagining
rural residents as co-creators of development rather than beneficiaries. Here, human-
centered entrepreneurship bridges the gap between development theory and lived
reality by building confidence, autonomy, and social capital within communities.

HCE provides such a lens by integrating empathy, participatory design, and capacity
building into entrepreneurship ecosystems. Rooted in empathy, participation, and co-
creation, HCE reimagines entrepreneurship as a human development process that
prioritizes dignity, social cohesion, and sustainability.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Top-down development models have failed to address structural inequalities and rural
marginalization. Human Centered Entrepreneurship, enriched by Ubuntu and aligned
with SDGs, provides a robust framework for sustainable rural economic development
with broader African applicability.

This study recommends further field and primary research in the area of Human
Centred Entrepreneurship which includes comparative studies across African nations.
It is also recommended that SMME support organisations implement empathy
mapping HCE-focused programs in rural areas, integrating Ubuntu principles. Lastly
the study recommends funding for incubators and programs that are focused on HCE
in order to be able to derive the full benefits of HCE for rural economic development.

Human-Centered Entrepreneurship offers a transformative lens. It recognizes that
rural entrepreneurs are not just economic actors but also change agents, cultural
custodians, and community builders. Embedding HCE principles into rural enterprise
development can unlock new pathways for sustainable growth that are both inclusive
and contextually relevant to Africa’s socio-economic realities.

In conclusion, locally grounded entrepreneurial ecosystems can empower rural
citizens as active agents of transformation. The proposed HCE framework integrates
human development principles, design thinking, and localized capacity-building to
foster sustainable rural economies. This approach empowers rural futures, and fosters
equitable entrepreneurship continent-wide.
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