
The South African 
ecommerce 
landscape 2019
Platinum Seed, World Wide Worx and Visa reveal the opportunities and challenges within 
the online retail landscape, using definitive local research



With local online retail on a fairly steep growth curve, we’ve 
extracted key, actionable metrics and insights from the South 
African Online Retail Report 2019. 

Should you be interested in reading the full report, contact 
details and information can be found at the end of this 
document.
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1.4%
Locally, a number of online retailers 
have exceeded 1.4% of SA’s total retail 
revenues. But a vast majority are 
nowhere near this or have no ecommerce 
presence at all.
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“Culturally, mall-going is seen as 
an experience. It’s a destination 
to go for lunch, the cinema, or 
entertainment; it is not just 
shopping. Shopping is part of our 
entertainment culture. This creates 
a structure where offline retailers 
are very strong in what they do.”

Manuel Koser
Founder and Managing Director at Silvertree Investments

Read more from Manuel Koser about online retail on Marklives.com 03

http://www.marklives.com/2019/05/orisa-manuel-koser-on-investing-in-entrepreneurs-interview/


“Undeveloped”

“Lagging behind the curve”

“Immature compared to 
Western markets”

Terminology used to describe the state of online retail in South 
Africa - often by retailers themselves. 

While the local market is smaller than some international 
competitors, South Africa’s current online retail market actually 
has a healthy growth rate that is mostly underestimated by 
retailers and the public
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Online retail 
growth is on the up
The most significant set of statistics in online retail in South Africa is that of 
annual user growth.

It had been assumed in 2016 that the steep rate of growth - which had never 
fallen below 20% a year - would finally slow down, finally reaching substan-
tial numbers which seemed to make continued high growth unsustainable

This forecast did not take into account

Further, most established online retailers have enhanced their digital 
presence and refined their fulfilment models, while many traditional 
retailers are starting to push for growth in their online offerings 

Massive investment that would go into 
Takealot and Takealot’s aggressive 

marketing

The rapid uptake of new shopping 
channels like mobile shopping and 

Instagram
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25-50%
It is not unusual to see these growth rates reported for 2018, 

with slightly more tempered expectations for 2019 and 2020. 

Growth accelerated in 2017 and 2018, and the market ex-

pects only a small dip in the rate of growth in 2019 and 2020

growth year on year
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25-50% R14-
billion

South Africa’s online retail growth in 
Rand terms is expected to remain the 
same as in 2015,  taking the total to 
above R14-billion.

This total represents 1.2% of 
overall retail in South Africa
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“The total percentage of online retail 
spend year-on-year has hovered just 
above 1% in SA. We speak about this 
as the psychological 1%, a barrier that 
needs to be broken and which has so 
much to do with trust.

“But what we see in emerging 
markets is that if you break 
this barrier and start moving 
beyond the 1% to 2, and 3%, you 
get a snowballing effect. After 
that, retail ecommerce grows more 
aggressively.” 

Paris Phillipou
Edcon Divisional Executive
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http://www.marklives.com/2019/03/orisa-driving-retail-ecommerce-growth-in-sa-a-matter-of-trust/


7.2%

20%

In Rand terms, traditional retail is vast 
when compared to online retail. But 

in growth terms, traditional retail is 
growing at only half the rate of online
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The key moment in online 
business in South Africa 
was                          , when online 
retail actually began to take 
off, but way before - in 2001

not 2006
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When early investments in ecommerce bombed 
in 2001, it became an important moment: not so 
much because of what could be learned from fail-
ure, but because of what could be learned about the 
general makeup of the online market. 

Those learnings still guide online strategy a decade 
later - and are explored in the full report
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Overall online retail penetration peaks among users aged 
25-34, and drops off dramatically in users aged 45-64. This 
is an expected and fairly commonly known metric, due to 
technological ability and generational trust, among other things.

15 - 24 years25 - 34 years

35 - 44 years

23.7% 22.9%

65+
16.5%

45 - 64 years
15.1%

21.8%
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However - just after 
retirement, online 
shopping picks up

A person may have more time on 
their hands, but it may also be due 
to the reduced mobility (whether 
forced or chosen) that some 
individuals experience just after 
retirement
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Read more about Cape Union Mart’s customer experience strategy on Marklives.com

“I think South Africans are 
ready for ecommerce. Even my 
grandmother gets her groceries 
delivered to her now. I know our 
penetration is much lower than 
the rest of the world, but I don’t see 
any reason why we can’t catch up.” 

Amanda Herson
Director of ecommerce at Cape Union Mart
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Separated couples are least likely to 
shop online, while divorcees are the 
most likely to shop online

Living together 
as partners

Divorced Separated Single

2.85% 3.74% 1.55% 3,32%

Widowed

1.96%

Arthur Goldstuck
World Wide Worx

“Part of the reason for this could be that the 
uncertain period of marital separation promotes 
financial uncertainty and diminishes a person’s 
sense of risk-taking.

Once the divorce goes through, however, 
the picture changes dramatically - you’re 
independent, relying on your own resources and 
looking for ways to rebuild your life. Suddenly 
you become the highest candidate for online 
shopping.”

Online shopping by marital status
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Your consumer 
will be ready 
after 5 years

Also called the Experience Curve, 5 years is the average amount of time required for new internet users to be 

ready to engage in transactional behaviour online, and to participate in the digital economy in general

THE SOUTH AFRICAN ECOMMERCE LANDSCAPE 2019

16



Want to shorten the 
experience curve?

Push the industry

Arthur Goldstuck
World Wide Worx

“The actual experience curve varies for every sector. We often see 
online retail as being one homogenous industry, but in fact there 
are many categories with their own nuances. As such the digital 
participation curve shifts for every category. In some categories 
where it is logical to use the internet to buy a product, the experience 
curve shortens.

An example of this is the events and airline 
industries, who make it almost mandatory to 
purchase your tickets for a performance or for a 
flight online.

The industry itself has pushed customers in that direction, forcing 
them to become online shoppers, and therefore these categories of 
online spending have pushed themselves far ahead of the ecommerce 
curve.

On the other end of the spectrum, you have large appliances like 
washing machines, fridges and other household appliances which 
people really want to see before they buy and are least likely to buy 
online - that’s not a category that is likely to change rapidly.”
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One of the single most prominent findings across 
this report is that the online customer experience is 
the single most important contributing factor to 
achieving online retail growth.

This is a statement that is not only verified by retailers 
themselves, but also by consumer studies 

Faster bandwidth 
does not shorten the 
participation curve,
the customer experience does 
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Even
does not have as strong a 
correlation with online sales 
as customer service does

competitive pricing

“The big differentiator for us has 
been that human touch, But the 
biggest challenge remains to get 
people — even die-hard fans — to 
make that first purchase.”

Andrew Smith
Yuppiechef CEO

Read more about disrupting online retail from Andrew Smith on Marklives.com

Yuppiechef has instituted a tradition 
that creates a personalised experience 
for shoppers: with each purchase, a 
handwritten note is included. In a world 
of automation, it appears that being 
intentionally human, and personalised, 
has made a difference.
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Bradley Elliott
Founder and CEO at Platinum Seed

“While it is easy to attribute this to the 
experience curve, it is also about building 
relationships between brands and consumers, 
both online and offline. Trust is naturally a 
major component of online retail, and a key 
way that retailers can build trust is through 
a dedicated understanding of the customer 
experience”

Trust in online resources - from being 
willing to click on ads, enter personal 
details and looking for information - 
currently peaks with the age bracket of 
15-34, and declines sharply among older 
consumers.

Read more from Bradley Elliott on Marklives.com
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“Trust has always been an issue regarding 
ecommerce. This is because, when a shopper 
buys something online, you can’t feel it. This was 
always an issue with distance-selling. 

When you cannot touch, or smell, or try 
on something you’re going to purchase, 
you need to believe that what you see is 
what you’ll get when the parcel arrives.”

Alistair Tempest
CEO at Ecommerce Forum of Africa

Read more from Alistair Tempest on ecommerce at Marklives.com 21

https://www.marklives.com/2019/06/orisa-alastair-tempest-on-trust-at-the-speed-of-the-internet/
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What can retailers 
take from this?
“While much of the growth is due to South Africa’s 
increase in users that are ready to transact online, 
it is up to retailers to get it right and convince 
shoppers to spend more online.”

There is no one size 
fits all strategy
Once the market of people who are ready to purchase 
online have been identified, they need to be segmented 
and targeted according to the product category, their 
interests and specific attention should be paid to the 
product.



About this report
With the backing of VISA, World Wide Worx and Platinum Seed have gained a 
significant insight into the ecommerce industry, and we want to share it with the 
industry. If we’ve piqued your interest with this executive summary, reach out to 
us for the full 2019 Online Retail in South Africa report, or contact Platinum Seed 
for guidance on your ecommerce marketing strategy.

Principal analyst
Arthur Goldstuck, Managing Director of World Wide Worx 

Lead researcher 
Bradley Elliott, Founder of Platinum Seed 

Researchers 
Charlie Mathews & Jon Pienaar of Platinum Seed 
Bryan Turner, Data Analyst at World Wide Worx. 

Design 
Platinum Seed

About Platinum Seed
Platinum Seed is a customer-centric agency that uses data as the entry point for 
understanding and trust. We use insight, technology & creative to keep brands 
relevant in an ever-changing world.

Arthur Goldstuck 
Arthur Goldstuck is an award-winning writer, 

analyst and technology commentator. As 

the founder of World Wide Worx, Arthur 

leads groundbreaking market research, 

presents his insights to audiences across 

the globe and has had the honour of winning 

the B2B Marketing category at the 2019 

Sabre Awards for client research.

Bradley Elliott
“My passion is growing brands and 

businesses. I believe technology is a key 

enabler that makes the world a better place. 

As Platinum Seed’s CEO & Founder, I 

partner with brands to steer them through 

digital transformation, using insight, 

technology and creativity.” 
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Media information
For media information or commentary, contact us via info@onlineretailreport.com or on
(+27) 21 461 0195

Platinum Seed regularly publishes informative newsletters, opinion articles and insightful 
research, which can be found at platinumseed.com

Business engagements and 
speaking opportunities
For enquiries, partnerships or speaking engagements, we welcome you to contact our team of 
directors

Bradley Elliott 

“As CEO/Founder of Platinum Seed — the digital marketing 

specialists — I help successfully steer brands through digital 

transformation, using insight, technology and creativity. 

I speak regularly on ecommerce, data, trust, the new retail and 

customer centricity, and write about these themes each month at 

MarkLives.com.”

Kirsten Dewar

“At a time when brands want more from their marketing partners, 

my obsession is all about driving real business results using 

digitally mature marketing. 

If you’re looking for an insights-driven marketing partner that 

uses data, smart analysis and creativity to build your brand and 

grow your business, let’s connect.”

Managing Director at Platinum Seed

Founder and CEO at Platinum Seed

bradley@platinumseed.com

+27 82 566 6381

kirsten@platinumseed.com

+27 76 420 7688
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onlineretail.co.za


