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Abstract 

Purpose: Shopping centres have become an integral part of the built environment in South 
Africa, in many cases causing marked socio-economic effects, both positive and negative.  The present 
study attempts to provide a better understanding of the multi-faceted effects that shopping centres 
manifest in the community through providing an overview of the socio-economic impact of shopping 
centres in Gauteng, South Africa. 

Methodology: Due to the complex nature of socio-economic systems, the method selected to 
conduct the data analysis is the thematic analysis approach.  Thematic analysis is a process used to 
identify the underlying themes of the data that has been collected by utilising a software program 
(Nvivo 12 Pro) to assist with the thematic analysis process.   Upon identifying the underlying themes 
present within the data, initial codes and keywords identified were then organised into broader themes.  
To identify prominent themes the keywords are grouped into categories, and a ranking is given based 
on the frequency which the categories appear in the sample literature. 

Results: The top three socio-economic impacts of shopping centres on their communities were 
found to be employment (jobs created), the improvement of local infrastructure. and the additional 
income generated in the local community. 

Originality:  Although a number of studies have investigated various socio-economic impacts of 
shopping centres, the use of thematic analysis offers a systematic perspective in this topic. 

Practical implications:  Developers of shopping centres should justify the merits of proposed 
developments by emphasising the effect on the creation of jobs, improvement of local infrastructure and 
its environmental sustainability and the additional income generated in the relevant communities. 
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Introduction 
There is a direct relationship between the economic impact and the social impact of shopping centre 

developments in that the majority of shopping centres contribute towards the social and economic well-
being of the community.  Shopping centres are utilised for both socio-cultural and economic purposes and 
“…commonly include a wide range of retailing and entertainment facilities.  They are places for 
recreation, exercising and socialising, as well as for purchasing goods and services. Many retail complexes 
have an integrated role, often in association with an existing business area, as the focus for the suburb or 
suburbs they serve …” (Taylor, McClintock & Buckenham, 2003, p. 148). With the integration of social 
aspects and shopping, the shopping centre environment is becoming a larger part of the culture within a 
community. The local community benefits from the presence of shopping centres as they play a role in the 
creation of jobs and act as economic stimulators (Williams, 1992; McGreevy, 2016).   

The shopping centre industry is one of the primary facilitators of retail sales that drive private 
consumption which, in turn, drives Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (SACSC, 2017). They are one of the 
largest employers in South Africa, accounting for approximately 21% of formal sector jobs (Malgas et. al, 
2017, p. 2).  Now more than ever, the sales, income and employment generated by shopping centres have 
increasingly evolved to have an impact greater than just retail convenience.  Shopping centres also act as a 
catalyst that stimulates their local economy by providing employment opportunities which, in turn, 
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contributes to income per capita for the community and generates revenue for the local and national 
government.     

Some of the major benefits of the development of shopping centres are direct employment, indirect 
employment and capital investment (Robertson & Fennell, 2007).  

Direct employment. The larger the centre the more jobs will be created in the area. These include staff 
that work in the shops, security guards, cleaning personnel, maintenance personnel as well as the jobs 
during construction of the centre. Without the centre these job opportunities would not be available. 
Regional or super regional centres can create thousands of new job opportunities. The Mall of Africa in 
Gauteng, for example, opened in 2016 with a GLA of 131 000 square metres.  It estimated that the Mall of 
Africa created 4 500 permanent job opportunities (Mall of Africa, 2016). In addition to permanent 
employment, shopping centres also create significant seasonal employment for example, over Christmas 
and new year periods when trading increases substantially. In South Africa the chopping centre industry 
has more than 600 000 permanent jobs (BusinessTech, 2016).  

Indirect employment. Shopping centres also create indirect employment by the spend of individual 
business located in the centre on goods, supplies and services. Further employment is also created when 
the employees of shopping centres or supplying firms spend their wages. This is known as a multiplier 
effect. This multiplier effect is however lower than other forms of development such as manufacturing. 
Further employment is also created by expenditure of visitors to these large centres but takes place 
outside the centre itself, namely, jobs by way of transportation i.e. in busses and taxis as well as filling 
stations and other nearby shops. These are visited because of a trip to the shopping centre. According to 
BusinessTech (2016) more than 500 000 indirect jobs are created by the shopping centre industry in South 
Africa.  

Capital investment. Shopping centres bring substantial private capital investment to areas that 
previously has little, namely, new buildings as well as significant improvements to the surrounding 
infrastructure. These investments are ongoing because centres are constantly extended and refurbished, 
shops refitted, and infrastructure upgrades.  

In addition to these benefits, it is fairly common that shopping centres implement corporate social 
initiatives (utilisation of  business resource to benefit the local underprivileged communities in which the 
company operates to develop/implement  a behavior change intended to improve community wellbeing), 
contribute to skills transfer   (training a new employee to perform a task or skill for  growth, sustainability 
and prosperity) and investing in education and training,  amongst others. A recent example of these 
positive impacts is the expansion in 2017 of the Ballito Junction Regional Mall in Kwazulu-Natal from 10 
000 sqm to 80 000 sqm.  The mall worked closely with the KwaDukuza Municipality to ensure that local 
jobseekers could benefit from the jobs created during its construction as well as the sustainable jobs which 
it has created for its ongoing operation.  Staff for the mall were sourced from the nearby areas of 
Ndwedwe, Shakaskraal, Stanger and Maphumulo, which traditionally would focus on 
farming/agricultural activities. 

More than 2000 jobs were created during the construction of the mall from January 2015 to March 
2017, 1500 jobs were created during the fit out of individual stores and 1200 jobs were created post 
construction.  Based on the appointment of service providers to attend to cleaning, security, landscaping 
and refuse management, centre management was instrumental in the appointment of 117 staff in these 
areas.  

As a contribution to social upliftment, an early learning child educational centre that was built in 
Ndwedwe in the Build the Future Project paved the way for long term future engagements with a variety 
of projects.  In addition, a Community Platform was developed for local disadvantaged communities to be 
able to generate an income via a Community initiative retail outlet at the Ballito Junction Regional Mall.  

The development of shopping centres may also have negative effects, however. There is generally a 
negative impact on the surrounding small informal and formal township retailers when a new shopping 
mall is developed. Research by Ligthelm shows a 47% decline in the number of small businesses in the 
immediate area during the first six months after the opening of a new mall (Ligthelm, 2012). Almost three 
out of five small businesses retailers experience a decline in their profitability, turnover and product 
range. Only a small portion (1% - 4%) reported better business conditions.   Similar effects were found in a 



The Business and Management Review, Volume 11 Number 1 August 2020 

 

Conference proceedings of the Centre for Business & Economic Research, ICBED-2020, 20-22 August 53 

 

study of the impact of shopping centre development on informal and small businesses in Lagos, Nigeria 
(Ikadeh 2017).  Semi-structured interviews with 30 informal and small business owners as well as 100 
shoppers were conducted in five different shopping areas, including the areas around the two major 
shopping centres in Lagos.  Most of the informal and small businesses were struggling to survive. 
Different strategies have, however, been developed for competing against the giant retailers in the 
shopping malls, including the provision of different types of food and quantities of goods not provided in 
the formal shopping centres.  

The presence of shopping centres in especially economically deprived areas can lead, on the one 
hand, to ‘aspirational’ shopping, motivating shoppers to improve their financial well-being to be able to 
afford products and services that previously had been unknown or out of their financial reach.  On the 
other hand, shoppers may become envious and take out unsecured loans, creating artificial buying power 
and financial distress.  
 

Research Methodology  
To provide an overview of the socio-economic impact of shopping centres, a critical survey of 

existing literature is conducted with the aid of a computer programme (Nvivo 12 Pro) to assist with the 
analysis of the sample and the identification of prominent socio-economic aspects, which is followed by a 
discussion of each of the aspects.  Vital statistics are collected from Statistics South Africa, the South 
African Council of Shopping Centres (SACSC) and other internet sources.   

 

Sampling 
Due to the difficulty in obtaining sources for the sample, the convenience sampling strategy is used 

to identify reports, journal articles and conference papers that are applicable to shopping centres.  
Furthermore, for the source to be part of the sample, each source needs to meet the selection criteria as 
listed below:  

• Must be applicable to retail real estate, shopping centres or malls. 

• Needs to address a variety of socio-economic aspects affected by retail real estate. 

• May not be older than 10 years to remain relevant to the times. 
The sample size is determined by way of data saturation - which means that at some point, by 

adding additional sources to the sample, no new information will emerge.  Existing literature suggests a 
sample size of twelve be sufficient (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006 & Latham, n.d. & Sim et. al., 2018).  The 
initial analysis uses twelve sources in the sample. Three additional sources are added and analysed to 
ensure that no new themes are missed as per the data saturation method.  No new themes emerged from 
the analysis of the sources and therefore fifteen samples were considered sufficient.   

 

Data Collection  
Sources were collected through online platforms such as Google Scholar and the University of 

Pretoria’s online library.  A data collection process similar to the one described by Salkind (2012) has been 
adapted for the purpose of the study, where initially a search was done to find potential sources to add to 
the sample.  

The initial search found more than thirty-seven socio-economic aspects that are influenced by 
shopping centres identified across thirty-one sources.  Fifteen sources were eliminated by using the 
sample selection requirements. 

 

Data Analysis 
By utilising a software program (Nvivo 12 Pro) to assist in the thematic content analysis process, the 

identification and coding process is made easier.  The advantages of using this process is that it is a more 
flexible method of data analysis and it provides a great amount of detail in the collected data.  However, 
due to the detail and wealth of data, it can become quite complex and time consuming (Braun & Clarke, 
2006).  
 

Findings 
Ranking 

To identify the top three socio-economic aspects, a ranking system was created to determine the 
frequency which the aspects appear in the sample. Where the Frequency of Aspect indicates how many 
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sources in the sample refer to each socio-economic aspect (1 frequency per source) and the Frequency of 
Reference refers to the number of times the identified socio-economic aspect is referenced in the sample.   

 

Ranking Socio-Economic Aspect  Frequency of Aspect Frequency of Reference 

1 Employment 13 46 

2 Environment 11 30 

3 Income 9 27 

4 Recreation/Leisure 6 20 

5 Safety and Security 5 8 

6 Culture 6 10 

7 Tax 6 4 

8 Education 2 4 

9 Tourism 2 2 

10 Crime 1 1 

 
Table 1: Frequency of Socio-Economic Aspects 

Shopping Centre Numbers  
The SACSC Shopping Centre Directory indicates that South Africa currently has a combined 23.4 

million square meters of Gross Lettable Area (GLA) across 1 266 shopping centres.  When considering the 
South African population, this gives a GLA of approximately 418 square meters for every 1,000 people 
(SACSC, 2019).   

In addition, there were approximately 68 shopping centres in the development pipeline as of 2017 
with a combined GLA of roughly 1.9 million square meters that would be added to the existing retail 
space – estimated completion by the end of 2021.  That said, retail stock has grown by an average of 17.3% 
year on year between 2010 and 2017 (SACSC, 2017).  

 

Province Number of Centres  GLA (m²) 

Eastern Cape 72 1 322 955 

Free State  51 793 640 

Gauteng 506 10 703 878 

Kwa-Zulu Natal 183 3 107 048 

Limpopo 87 1 302 346 

Northern Cape 17 257 200 

Mpumalanga 93 1 600 944 

North West 60 967 045 

Western Cape 196 3 295 509 

Total 1 266 23 358 103 
 

Table 2 : SACSC Shopping Centre Directory Numbers (Source : SACSC, 2019) 
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Based on the shopping centre numbers, informed estimates can be made regarding employment 
and employment income earned in the shopping centre industry across South Africa and Gauteng.      

 

Employment 
The approximate 1.9 million square meters of GLA in the development pipeline in South Africa 

includes the development of centres ranging in size from neighbourhood shopping centres to minor 
regional shopping centres (SACSC, 2017).   

If the developers rule of thumb is to be used – one million rand in construction cost equals one 
construction worker - the initial number of employment opportunities range between 16 000 – 24 000 in 
South Africa or 7 200 – 11 000 in Gauteng for the period 2017 – 2021. 

Further employment opportunities are generated from the management and operations of a 
shopping centre.  For every retail employee there is between 38 and 40 square meters of retail space.  This 
translates to a contribution of between 584 000 – 615 000 direct permanent jobs to the labour market, of 
which approximately 267 000 – 282 000 are in Gauteng.  

The multiplier effect also needs to be considered as it is the result of an increase in spending which 
produces an increase in income and consumption that is greater than the amount that has been spent.  A 
study done for the city of Johannesburg Metro by the Trade & Industrial Policy Strategies (2015) found 
that for every R1 000 000 in sales generated 3.91 additional jobs were created. 

 

Income 
The local economy is stimulated by the additional income generated from the construction of a 

shopping centre and then further by the management and operations thereof.  The construction industry 
generates 7 200 – 11 000 jobs.  At an average salary of R16 500/month (R198000/annum) per construction 
worker (Wasserman, 2019) R2 178 000 000/annum is generated in employment earnings for construction 
workers in the Gauteng region.  

This equates to approximately R258 – R394 million generated in government revenues from 
personal income tax from the construction of the shopping centres in Gauteng. Further government 
revenues are generated from the retail employees that manage and operate the shopping centres which 
can generate as much as R8.36 billion in revenue for the South African Government.  

 

Environment  
A shopping centre can have a significant impact on its physical and commercial environment.  The 

larger shopping centres attract a significant number of shoppers to an area which creates an influx of 
traffic.  With the influx of traffic, improvements to road infrastructure is required to cater for the 
additional traffic flow.  The larger the centre, the greater the need for the improvement of infrastructure to 
accommodate the increase in traffic.  The improved infrastructure not only has a positive effect on the 
local community, it also influences perception of an area which can potentially attract additional 
investments (Ligthelm, 2008) which may further snowball into an economic catalyst for a commercial 
node.   

Larger retail centres also form a natural focal point or become a key landmark for a community. “… 
(N)ot only (do they) dramatically improve the physical and social fabric of the urban environment, but 
also regenerate economic fortunes and improve local quality of life in the process.” (ICSC, 2017, p. 15).  
Yet at the same time they can be one of the biggest culprits when it comes to the consumption of 
electricity, waste creation and carbon emissions.  “The environmental impact of mass consumables is 
enormous and would far outweigh the impacts of the buildings they inhabit.” (Mate, 2012, p. 3).   

To combat the environmental impact of these consumables, many shopping centre owners, 
developers and retailers implement sustainability initiatives by: Making use of energy efficient building 
designs that maximise the use of natural light; using energy efficient building materials; making use of 
renewable energy such as solar power generation; and taking part in recycling initiatives (water and 
waste).   

In Gauteng there are currently two green star rated shopping centres (Menlyn Maine and The Villa 
Mall) and an ever-growing number of shopping centres putting green practices into place (i.e. solar 
power, water, and waste management). 
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Discussion and conclusions  
The socio-economic aspect most often discussed is employment, and it appears more frequently 

than any of the other socio-economic aspects in the sample literature.  It is easy to understand why since 
the retail industry (formal and informal sectors) provided approximately 23.6% of the jobs to the working 
population in the first quarter of 2019.   

Any new development will require both skilled and unskilled labourers during the construction 
process.  In an area with higher unemployment rates, the construction process will bring an immediate 
boost to the local economy through employment. This can be attributed to contractors making use of local 
labourers during the construction process.   

Following the general rule of thumb of one construction worker for every one million rand in 
construction cost, the number of jobs created by the construction phase of shopping centres in the country 
ranges between 16 000 – 24 000 jobs for the period 2017 – 2021.  Gauteng estimates are difficult - however, 
assumptions can be made based on the fact that Gauteng has the highest concentration of shopping 
centres (45.8% of the total GLA) in South Africa.  It can be assumed that the construction of shopping 
centres in Gauteng creates between 7 200 – 11 000 jobs.    

Direct employment opportunities are initially provided through the construction phase of shopping 
centres, followed by job creation through the operations and management of the centres.  Accordingly, 
operations and management of shopping centres in Gauteng provide between 262 000 and 282 000 jobs 
based on the GLA figures and the estimate that there is one retail employee per 38 – 40 square meters of 
GLA.    

The physical environment is the aspect that is most visibly affected by the development of shopping 
centres.  It is a generally accepted norm that larger shopping centres tend to attract a more economically 
active population and can sometimes rejuvenate or gentrify a neighbourhood.  The three most important 
ways that shopping centres may affect their environment are:  

The physical environment and its surroundings are affected by the improvement of local 
infrastructure.  New retail developments would attract large amounts of potential shoppers and this 
would naturally increase the traffic influx in an area. To avoid congestion, road infrastructure is 
improved.  This improved infrastructure and influx of traffic attracts “street vendors” (people selling their 
wares on the side of the road and at traffic lights).  Retailers further impact the environment through the 
beautification of an area in an attempt to attract additional shoppers.  

Retail real estate also affects its commercial environment. The improved infrastructure makes an 
area attractive to retailers and business owners as a result of the improved access to an area. Over time the 
formation of an agglomeration is created as shopping centres assist in the stimulation of the local 
economy by attracting additional retailers and large amounts of potential shoppers to an area and 
increasing the tax base of that community. 

The shopping centre industry is taking environmental concerns seriously by promoting 
environmentally sustainable initiatives such as solar power generation; green building design; and waste 
and recycling management.  Furthermore, the industry is promoting corporate citizenship through 
corporate social responsibility campaigns and good business practices by becoming more environmentally 
sustainable. 

The employment generated by shopping centres increases the level of income per capita in the local 
community which has a ripple effect on consumption (consumer spending) and retail revenue. Income is 
further affected by the plough-back of spending into the local economy as a result of the increased 
disposable income.   

During the construction phase there is an immediate, albeit temporary, boost to the income 
generated within the boundaries of the local economy, which, in turn, will temporarily increase 
disposable income.  Based on the findings in the study, the construction industry in Gauteng generates 
close to R8.4 billion in income earnings and nearly R400 million in tax revenue for the Government.   

After construction has been completed, there remains a permanent increase in income as a result of 
the creation of permanent jobs. The extent of this increase will depend primarily on the size and type of 
the shopping centre constructed.  In addition, revenues will be generated for local businesses as the newly 
employed will use a percentage of their income to support local businesses.    
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Figure 1 is a summary of the top three aspects that are influenced by shopping centres. 
 

Limitations and direction for future studies  
The analysis was done on the basis of saturation sampling, employing a total of fifteen sources.  

These sources were identified from existing international literature less than ten years old and analysed by 
means of thematic content analysis.   

Although shopping centres around the world have a number of common characteristics, it is 
conceivable, and indeed likely, that the impact of a centre can differ in different societies.  For example, 
the impact on employment of a centre in a developed country where construction may be less labour-
intensive, is probably less than in the case of a developing country where construction is likely to be more 
labour-intensive.  Also, the impact on the local economy may be different in a society with a sophisticated 
tenure and taxation system than in a society where this is not the case. Given the effect of the changing 
nature of shopping (e.g. e-commerce, leisure and food retailing) on shopping centres, it is also likely that 
the impact of a shopping centre may in future be less pronounced in certain aspects and more pronounced 
in other aspects.   

These factors will make generalisations more difficult and will require place- and time-specific 
research to determine the actual impact of a shopping centre. 

 
Figure 1: Primary Impact of Shopping Centres 
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Recommendations and policy implications 
It is recommended that the potential impact of a proposed shopping centre be determined with due 

cognisance of the unique characteristics of the specific society in which the centre is proposed.  
Generalisations from international findings may not be applicable in specific cases. 

From a policy point of view, it should be required that the potential impact of a proposed shopping 
centre should be determined with special attention being given to the three aspects identified in this 
study, viz. employment, environment, and income. 
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