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Township malls: From retail centres to economic infrastructure

ownship and rural retail are becoming one of the

most significant growth areas in South Africa’s for-
mal retail property sector. Yet the story is about more
than shopping centres outperforming their suburban
counterparts. As township economies continue to ex-
pand, these centres are evolving into essential commu-
nity infrastructure, providing access to services, connec-
tivity, financial participation and economic opportunity.

According to a Third Act Consulting press release
(September 2026), township and rural shopping centres
increasingly serve as the physical gateways through
which consumers access both the formal economy and
the digital economy. In communities where retail, bank-
ing, telecommunications and public services converge
under one roof, the modern shopping centre is no longer
simply a place to shop. It is becoming a platform for
participation.

Increasingly, these centres are also becoming access
points to the mobile devices that turn that infrastruc-
ture into economic opportunity for the people who rely
on it.

According to Absa’s MSCI South Africa Annual Real
Estate Index Results 2025, released earlier in 2026,
township and rural centres are extending their lead
over suburban malls. Delivering above average returns
and attracting significant capital, with the performance
gap widening since 2022. The scale behind that trend
is considerable.

66 The township economy is put at roughly R900 billion,
yet 49% of township entrepreneurs still work from a home or a garage,
only 11% operate from commercial premises, and nearly 80% operate
outside formal registration altogether. That scale of economic activity
is exactly why township retail infrastructure matters so much,
and why closing the digital inclusion gap within it matters
just as much as the capital already flowing in. Rl
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More than retail space

As retail continues to evolve beyond simply
providing products, the most successful shopping
centres are those that offer a service mix that
solves real customer needs.

Township and rural malls are no longer simply
where people shop. For many communities, they
are the only formal, serviced, secure and trusted
space available; where residents bank, collect grants,
buy data and devices, print documents and do their
daily shopping under one roof. The tenant mix in
these centres has quietly become a services mix,
and the centres that have understood that shift are
the ones outperforming the rest of the sector.

Investing in digital inclusion

Connectivity enables digital inclusion but doesn't
guarantee it. Connection has two halves, the net-
work and the device. Property groups and retailers
have already invested heavily in the first half,
extending: fibre into communities, infrastructure
into centres, footfall into stores. What is too often
left for the consumer to solve is the second half
of the equation; access to technology itself —

a smartphone device. For millions of economically
active South Africans, limited credit histories and
affordability constraints affect their ability to
access these devices.

Closing that gap requires collaboration across
an ecosystem that includes technology companies,
retailers, shopping centres and property owners,
treating device access as a shared problem, not
a line item each solves alone.

4 PAYJOY

To the
dads who
show up

One operator working speci-
fically in that gap is Pay]joy, a
global fintech, and public benefit
organisation that serves more
than 20 million customers across
nine countries, including South
Africa.

According to PayJoy South
Africa’s country manager, Deon
Verster, “Our purpose is to remove barriers that
prevent economically active consumers from
accessing the technology they need, while giving
them an opportunity to build a positive payment
history that can help open the door to broader
financial opportunities in the future.”

Deon Verster

Its smartphone rental model lets customers
apply for a smartphone device, without relying on
a traditional credit history, through mall-located
PayJoy Kiosk or a participating retail partner store.
This creates a mutually beneficial ecosystem:
customers gain access to essential technology,
retail partners increase handset sales, and shopping
centres benefit from additional customer visits.

“The relationship between technology companies,
retailers and property owners is built on shared
value,” says Verster. “It is an example of how com-
mercial partnerships can deliver both economic
and social value.”

Where economic opportunity

hecomes real

Digital inclusion is a defining economic challenge of
our time, and this is where township infrastructure
plays a critical role in letting commercial success
and positive social impact reinforce one another.
When a customer gains access to a smartphone,

a retailer sells a device, a shopping centre benefits
from increased activity, and that customer gains
access to opportunities that may previously have
been out of reach.

Real Estate Investment Trust, Fairvest, frames the
shift in terms of what a modern centre owes the
community around it: “Innovative tenant partner-
ships are fundamental to creating accessible and
sustainable retail centres. By working closely with
our retailers, we drive consistent footfall, elevate the
customer experience and create lasting value across
our tenant base and the communities we serve.”
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Rural and township retails specialists, Exem-
plar Retail, believe in creating more than retail
opportunities for their customers. They believe
in creating experiences. As a property developer,
owner and manager, with a portfolio in excess
of 750000sgm, Exemplar makes a similar case
for why this belongs in a leasing strategy rather
than a corporate social investment budget:
“Technology-led services that help consumers
access essential products, while supporting
other tenants, are exactly the kind of relevant
reason for a visit that strengthens what shop-
ping centres offer their communities.”

From community hub

to inclusion infrastructure

As South Africa’s economy becomes more
digital, advancing digital inclusion will depend
on closer collaboration between technology
companies, retailers, shopping centres and
property owners — treating it as infrastructure,
not an add-on.

Done well, that collaboration does more
than serve the already-connected: it gives
consumers who've been locked out of formal
credit a practical way to connect, transact and
participate more fully in the economy their
local mall already anchors. Township malls
have already become community hubs; device
access is what turns that role into genuine
inclusion infrastructure - putting real economic
opportunity within reach of the people who
rely on it.

What makes township and rural
shonping centres successful?

Beyond access
he investment case is increasingly compelling.
According to the latest MSCI South Africa Real
Estate Index, township and rural retail centres delivered
a 17.8% return in 2025, extending a three-year period
of outperformance. Investors have noticed, and capital
continues to follow.

But strong returns do not automatically translate
into successful retail destinations. Building a shopping
centre is relatively straightforward. Creating one that
reflects local consumer behaviour, supports sustainable
tenant performance and becomes part of everyday
community life is considerably more complex.

As township and rural retail matures into an
established asset class, the focus is shifting from access
alone to relevance. The crucial question is not only if a
centre should be built, but what kind of centre should
be built, where it should be located and which tenants
and services will make it genuinely useful to the people
it serves.

Getting the right centre in the right place
One lesson emerging from the market is that bigger is
not necessarily better. Clur's shopping-centre research
has shown strong trading-density growth among
smaller and community centres, suggesting that scale
needs to reflect the market rather than being pursued
for its own sake. (Source: Clur Shopping Centre Index)

That is particularly important in township and rural
development, where household spending, transport

Eyethu Shopping Centre
in Soweto. M. Pontsho

+ 8

patterns, existing informal trade and the distance
consumers are prepared to travel can be very
different from those in established suburban
markets.

Theku Mall in Newcastle provides a useful exam-
ple of this approach. The original 14 807m?2 centre
was expanded to 22 591m? after demand con-
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tinued to grow. A second grocery anchor was added
and the centre’s fashion offer was broadened. The
developer, Exemplar, describes the approach as ‘right-
sizing’ centres according to market demand, adding
space as an asset approaches saturation.

For retailers considering expansion into these markets,

this is an important distinction. The question should
not simply be whether there is a shopping centre in
the area. It should be whether the centre has been
designed around the way people in that catchment
actually shop.

That requires a detailed understanding of the local

market before the first lease is signed. Property special-
ists, retail consultants, market researchers and leasing

teams all have a role to play, but the most useful

advice is likely to come from people who can connect

property data with actual consumer behaviour.

Anchors do more than anchor
— how the tenant mix works

The choice of anchor tenants is always critical. A super-
market can generate regular traffic, but a centre needs
more than a large grocery store to become part of the

community’s everyday routine. Banking, healthcare,

telecommunications, restaurants, personal services and
general merchandise can all contribute to the reasons

people visit.

The mix also has to work commercially for the
retailers themselves. A centre may have high footfall
but still be a poor location if customers do not spend
enough, if the tenant mix duplicates what is available
elsewhere, or if the catchment cannot support the
rental levels required.

This is where local knowledge becomes par-
ticularly important. A national retailer entering
a township or rural market should not assume

that its suburban format can simply be trans-
planted into a different environment.

Store size, product range, price architecture,
trading hours, staffing, promotions and even
the role of the store within the wider commu-
nity may need to be reconsidered.

Exemplar’s portfolio illustrates the range of
businesses that can form part of these centres,
from national grocery and retail brands to
banks, pharmacies, restaurants and smaller
local businesses and professional services.

The combination is important because it
gives the centre several sources of traffic rather
than making its fortunes dependent on a single
retail category.

The consumer
IS not shopping
¢ Inone channel
There is another
misconception worth
challenging: that
township consumers
can be understood
simply through the
lens of price. Price
Y matters enormously,
but the 2025 Town-
ship CX Report shows
a more complicated
picture. Consumers
are combining supermarket and spaza shopping,
using stokvels to manage expenditure and “prioritis-
ing data spend to stay connected to opportunities.”
Twenty-one percent of shoppers surveyed said
they change stores when prices increase, while
37% spend between R251 and R500 a month on
connectivity. Among township residents spending
more than R500 a month on data, 60% identified
job hunting as their primary online activity. This
points at a consumer making trade-offs as opposed
to simply looking for the cheapest product.

(Source: Rogerwilco)

The continued role of spaza stores is particularly
relevant. They offer proximity and convenience for
smaller, frequent purchases, while supermarkets
may be used for larger grocery shops and broader
ranges. Research also shows that township consu-
mers increasingly use digital channels to discover
products, businesses and promotions.
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For formal retailers, the implication is that the
shopping centre is only one part of the consumer’s
retail journey. A successful centre therefore needs
to complement the surrounding retail ecosystem
rather than assuming it will replace it.

This also raises a broader question about inclusivity.

There is a tendency to describe township retail in
terms of bringing ‘modern’ or formal retail to com-
munities that previously lacked it. That description
can be misleading. Township economies already
have established businesses, trading networks,
entrepreneurs and consumer habits.

The opportunity for formal retail is not to remove

those networks but to participate in an economy
that already exists.

That could mean making space for smaller local
businesses alongside national chains, creating
opportunities for local service providers, or using
centres as platforms through which township
entrepreneurs can reach a larger customer base.

It also means understanding that convenience is
not an abstract retail concept. A centre that is easy
to reach by public transport, offers the services
people need regularly and allows several errands to
be completed in one trip can have a very different
value proposition from one that simply provides
more shops.

The strongest centres may therefore be those that
combine formal retail infrastructure with a genuine

understanding of the communities around them.

Relevance is part of the proposition
Kantar's 2026 BrandZ research adds another
dimension to the question of what makes a retail
brand relevant. Its research finds that meeting
functional needs and providing the right product
range are essential, but they account for only
about a third of consumers’ associations with

a brand. The rest is tied to emotional connection,
culture and the role a brand plays in everyday

life. For township and rural retail, that suggests
that relevance cannot be reduced to having the
right stores in the right place. Retailers also need
to understand the communities they serve and
make their offer feel appropriate to the way those
consumers actually live. That could influence
everything from the range and service proposition
to how a store presents itself and participates in
the surrounding community.

https://gsmn.co.za/

In the spirit of inclusivity, The Mall of Thembisa
hosted an opening Fifa World Cup match fan park
in June, 2026. In doing so, the mall was focusing
on entertainment and creating relationship-based
experiences for the Thembisa community, allowing
“access to events that have previously required
extensive travel or prohibitive costs.”

Exemplar CEO, Jason McCormick says ...

K6 From a retail point

of view, this was also

a great way for us to
connect with our tenants
as court space activations,
competition collaboration
and ticket giveaways all
combined to create

a spirit of teamwork. Rl

(Source: Exemplar)
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Where Retall
Thrives

At Fortress Retail, we cultivate thriving trade
nodes rooted in community.

fortressfund.co.za

Our shopping centres are built for convenience, safety,
and accessibility — strategically located in high-footfall
commuter nodes. These vibrant hubs attract consistent
foot traffic, creating the ideal trading environment to
help your business grow.

Whether you're expanding your retail operations
or entering new markets, partner with the team
shaping the future of South African retail.

Powering Growth
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Eyethu Shopping Centre in
Soweto. Xolani Hadebe

What urban retail can Iearn
There is an interesting crossover here with the
direction of mainstream urban retail. Across the
wider market, retailers and landlords are looking
at convenience, smaller formats, food, services,
experience and stronger community connections.
Consumers increasingly expect a reason to visit
a physical store beyond simply buying something
that could be purchased elsewhere.

Township and rural centres have been dealing
with some of these requirements for years. Their
consumers often expect the shopping trip to solve

several problems at once. Their centres can function
as places to shop, bank, eat, access services and
connect to the wider economy. For urban retail

this does not mean that suburban malls should
copy township centres. It means that the value of

a physical retail destination increasingly depends
on how well it fits into people’s lives.

The property opportunity is therefore only part
of the story.

The bigger opportunity lies in understanding
the market well enough to build the right centre,
choose the right tenants and create a retail
environment that is useful to the people who live
around it.

Township and rural retail may be attracting
investment because the numbers are compelling.
Its longer-term significance will depend on whether
developers and retailers can turn that investment
into centres that are commercially sustainable
while remaining genuinely relevant to the com-
munities they serve. SR

Sources

Kantar South Africa: Kantar BrandZ - https://www.kantar.com/
MSCI South Africa Annual Property Index - https://cib.absa.africa/
Clur Shopping Centre Index - https://clurinternational.com/
Exemplar - https://www.exemplarreit.co.za/

Exemplar — Mall of Thembisa - https://exemplarreit.co.za/
Rogerwilco: 2025 South African Township CX Report

& Albert is a Johannesburg-based editor
™ with a marketing background and a soft

{ spot for purposeful language and helping
organisations say what they mean. When
& he’s not working, you'll usually find him
P8 reading, listening to music, studying to
7 be an astronaut, travelling when he can,

- @led spotting birds, walking dogs — usually

with coffee nearby and wine not too far behind. Contact him
on albert@supermarket.co.za
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o do it every time. The principle of occasional
reinforcement — a little surprise out of the blue — can
also be potent.

f
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are available toyou in
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digital publications.
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