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The Fourth Industrial Revolution and the Future of Work in South Africa: Sector Focus 

 
The National Business Initiative (NBI) recently hosted an interactive thought leadership workshop on the 
topic of the fourth industrial revolution and the future of work in South Africa. The session focused on an 
in-depth exploration of the challenges and opportunities faced by three key economic sectors: the 
agricultural; the banking and the retail sectors. 

 
 
Gillian Hutchings, NBI Head Membership and Communications, outlined the context of the dialogue in terms of an 
examination of the implications of the fourth industrial revolution for the world of work and its impact on the nature of work. 
Each of the three presenters then embarked on a thought-provoking analysis of their individual sectors. 
 

• Wandile Sihlobo: Agricultural Economist of the Agricultural Business Chamber (Agbiz). 

• Dr Thokozile Lewanika Mpupuni: Head of Leadership, Learning and Talent of Absa Bank. 

• Santie Myburg: Chairperson of the Retail Association and Executive, Edcon. 
 

Wandile Sihlobo of Agbiz kicked off with a snapshot overview of employment in agriculture in South Africa, highlighting the 
fact that more than two million people are employed in the sector. Reskilling of employees is an essential requirement in the 
context of increasing mechanisation, changing employment patterns and the demands of export competition. 
 
‘Innovation in the sector will be driven by IT, mechanical and biological innovation’ he stressed. He concluded that although 
the agricultural sector is buffeted by the winds of policy level and investment uncertainty, there are many opportunities for 
growth and development particularly in labour-intensive commodities such as horticulture and sugar cane. 
 
Dr Thokozile Lewanika Mupuni of Absa gave an insightful presentation on the revolutionary, technology-driven changes in 
the 21st century banking sector that are disrupting traditional approaches to products and services across the board. These 
developments require banks to reinvent themselves constantly. 



 

 
She highlighted the changing employment realities and changing job types in the environment of ‘an unknown tomorrow’ 
where technology is taking over mundane and repetitive tasks to meet the demands of a digital strategy requiring greatly 
enhanced efficiency and a customer-centric focus. 
 
The impact of seeing the work of a banking institution through a new results-oriented lens on work requirements based on 
deliverables rather than the traditional focus on functions is revolutionising the sector. Banking staff now require constant 
upskilling and reskilling to face the reality of a new work environment based on agile, multi-functional teams. 
 
Santie Myburgh of Edcon and the Chairperson of the Retail Association gave a presentation on the future of work in the 
retail sector in a rapidly changing world with fundamentally new customer demands for service, products, delivery and 
efficiency. Her input, liberally sprinkled with humorous asides, conveyed a sense of the excitement regarding the changes 
ahead in terms of the radical innovation required at every level by retailers who wish to survive and flourish in the future. 
 
‘Shopping is moving from an act of convenience to a theatrical experience.’ She highlighted the fact that employees in the 
sector, often in non-traditional career trajectories, would require a range of skills including IQ, EQ and TQ (technical 
communication skills and digital fluency.) 
 
She stressed that the new retail environment has major implications for staffing requirements such as the need to move 
away from traditional practices in terms of educational background and selection procedures and move to a focus on the 
potential, lateral thinking and attitude of employees rather than paper qualifications. ‘A degree certificate can no longer 
function as the gatekeeper to entry to employment or career advancement’ she concluded. 
 
In closing the dialogue, Tendai Khumalo of Adcorp focused on the road ahead, highlighting the challenges and opportunities 
of globalisation and the future role of technology. His apt reminder that ‘a robot will never be curious’ should be foregrounded 
in the strategic planning of organisations for a new tomorrow. 
 
The overarching message of the thought leadership analysis that emerged from the presentations on the three economic 
sectors was that we stand at the threshold of a brave new world as the fourth industrial revolution gathers momentum. 
There will be a need to abandon familiar, comfortable paradigms and rethink our approaches to education, qualifications, 
career trajectories and the human/technology interface. This approach should be grounded on the critical need to be 
proactive as organisations embrace the many opportunities that lie ahead to create sustainable social and economic growth 
that will benefit all South Africans. 
 
Link to the presentations: 
 

• Dr. Thokozile Lewanika Mpupuni: The Future of Work in SA - Banking Sector 

• Santi Myburgh: The Future of Work in SA - Retail Sector 

• Wandile Sihlobo: The Future of Work in SA - Agricultural Sector 
 
We would like to hear your feedback so please send your thoughts and comments to: Gillian Hutchings. 
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The National Business Initiative (NBI) respects your right to privacy, if you do not wish to receive any further 
Quick Briefs from the NBI, please click here and your name will be removed from the mailing list. 

http://piv.nbi.org.za/Presentations%202018/7%20Nov%20Future%20of%20work/future%20of%20work/20181107%20The%20Future%20of%20Work%20SA%20presentation%20vFINAL%20no%20video.pdf
http://piv.nbi.org.za/Presentations%202018/7%20Nov%20Future%20of%20work/future%20of%20work/Future%20of%20Retail%20(2).pdf
http://piv.nbi.org.za/Presentations%202018/7%20Nov%20Future%20of%20work/future%20of%20work/Agbiz%20presentation%20at%20NBI_Wandile%20Sihlobo_07%20November%20%202018.pdf
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