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A B S T R A C T A R T I C L E I N F O 
In the last decade, the populism movement has been given little effort on how it 
impacts employment. Most populism movements documented tend to focus on 
general service delivery. Considering the critical insight, the cases of employment 
have yielded within the broad literature of populism, this comparative study of South 
Africa and Botswana, both Sub-Saharan countries becomes ideal to refine and test 
dominant theories influencing the phenomenon. This conceptual study explored 
various extant studies to populism in the two countries. The study found that the 
populism movements of South Africa and Botswana have great influence in 
enforcing equality, diversity, and sound human resource policies. However, with 
time, the movements become more radicalised which affected the smooth flow of 
functioning of the businesses. The study therefore contributes to the nascent yet 
improving literature on the phenomenon, by systematically evaluating the populism 
movement targeting employment; and assessing the effects of their action on 
employment. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

All over the world, the populism movement is not a new phenomenon as it happens across the globe. 
However, extant contemporary literature on populism movements tends to link to bad governance of the nation, 
yet issues of inequalities, diversity, poor human resource policies and poor working conditions at workplaces 
have been despised to have fuelled the newly emerging brand of populism movement in Sub-Saharan region 
(Israel & Billy, 2019). The rhetoric information about inequalities, diversity, poor human resource policies, and 
poor working conditions at workplaces is exploited by big trade unionists, and political leaders to garner support 
and subscriptions. Normally populism carries an adverse connotation across scholarly studies. It is seen as 
readily and loosely applied to people who share few things in common apart from displaying poor behaviour and 
mismatch with political norms that are traditionally accepted. Mixed reactions have been given to the populism 
movement in the Sub-Saharan region, with some view as a scourge that ravages the progression of the economic 
function of the country. Whilst others view them as a diagnostic tool to expose unscrupulous actions in the 
country. The populist movements incite protests and strikes which become the focal point of violence and 
looting. The strike fuels violence, which then becomes the focal point of the strike. The employer is then placed 
under economic pressure to conclude a wage agreement at a wage level that does not reflect the forces of supply 
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and demand, but rather the force of violence.   

Nevertheless, this study strives to have a systematic and objective examination of a measurable and well-
specified human resource management phenomenon. For this reason, the study views populism as a facet of 
ideas related to how politics must be applied (Waller, Hodge, Holford, Milana & Webb,2017). In other words, a 
populist views politics as a fierce battle between the evil elites and the good general people. Namely, populists 
see politics as a colossal battle between the good people and evil elites. The main goal of populism is to have the 
masses well represented. Nevertheless, it is inconsistently and haphazardly applied which confuses. This paper 
addresses the influence of the populism movement on human resources management at workplaces about the 
experiences of Botswana and South Africa, in light of key aspects namely, equality, diversity, and human 
resource policies. This study focuses on populism movements case studies in the global South which is based on 
radical redistribution. As the 21st century progresses the rising trends of inequality, poor working conditions, 
diversity, and poor human resource policies emerge at various workplaces. Due to these issues, populism 
movements emerge and take advantage of the precarious situation to garner support from them (Van-Dijk & 
Croucamp, 2007). The wave of populism which gathers momentum in the global South disturbs the operation of 
businesses which further exacerbates a surge in unemployment. The study sought to answer the following 
questions: To what extent has the rise of populism affected human resource policies?; To what extent has the 
rise of populism affected business commitments to diversity?; and To what extent has the rise of populism 
influenced equality at the workplace?  

 

2. UNDERSTANDING POPULISM AS A BROAD CONCEPT 

According to Biancalana, Heinisch, and Mazzoleni (2021), populism relates to the tool of political 
mobilisation associated with anti-economic elites and anti-political establishment sentiments with the view of 
redressing past inequalities and injustices. It involves the issue of dealing with the current economic 
marginalisation of groups and communities. It is normally advocated by leaders with charismatic traits who 
profess or share adjacent ties with the ‘commoners’. This crop of leaders opts to give an image that they are 
outside the mainstream political sphere of the establishment of the organisation which they pursue to change and 
oppose. Hence, populism allows an individual who has been entrusted with the responsibility of representing the 
majority of people. The support base of populism movements usually comes from the cadres of low-social status 
and usually do not subscribe to any form of formal organisation or structures.  

According to Kwong, Demirbag, Wood, and Cooke (2021), the rise of populism movements in Sub-
Saharan Africa accounted for two main aspects. Firstly, the rapid growth of urbanisation that does not 
correspond with contemporary economic growth to extensively counter amplified levels of poverty leads to the 
emergence of robust populist support in the Sub-Sahara region. Secondly, the populism leaders' strategies blend 
suitably with already prevailing political systems in the Sub-Saharan region which is associated with inequality 
and poor human resource policies hence creating development agendas that are appealing to the uneducated 
block of voters and the poor majority (employees) which comprises the biggest base of political support in 
various nations of Africa (Facchini & Jaeck, 2021). Those aforementioned aspects become loopholes for leaders 
to form an unmediated linkage with big but poor masses.   Therefore, the two aspects lead to an improved 
resonance with poor employees towards populism movements. In addition, the increase in the informal sector 
becomes the haven for the development of civil society informal organisations that are extremely influential in 
the form of the populist movement.  However, it is crucial to understand that some ideologies of populism 
movements are not comprehensive as they tend to overlook the desires, aspirations or views of the employees 
they purport to represent particularly those that live in remote high-density locations and do not share the same 
needs and priorities with those in middle to low-density suburb areas (Höhne & Meireis, 2020). However, 
employees that support populism movements in some workplaces continue to be mobilised based on ethnic 
alignment whilst multitudes of employees resonate with populism movements that appeal to better 
infrastructure, housing, public service delivery, and employment. The ideologies of populism movements are 
premised on the fact that low-income employees are the main target when mobilising the masses. 

 

Manifestation of populism in sub-Saharan Africa  

Populism takes place in different forms in South Africa. Nevertheless, the most famous way of projecting 
the populism movement in the Sub-Saharan region is the increasing xenophobic attacks towards immigrants and 
institutionalization and the emergence of authoritarianism (Gumede, 2016). These movements have been linked 
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to amplified incidents of inequality, poor working conditions, and poor human resource policies and their 
actions involve property destruction, wanton killings, murder, and intense political instability. Inequality, poor 
working conditions, and poor human resource policies persist to hamper the rate of growth in the Sub-Saharan 
region. The elites (employers) have used the dynamics of ethnic groupings to maintain, exert and acquire power 
(Maharaj & Atewologun, 2021). However, populist leaders take advantage of the interests of certain groups by 
fanning out discrimination and marginalisation compared to other groups in the community, hence creating 
societal disharmony and tensions. This results in the enmity which usually grows along with race, ethnic 
alliances, and religious lines as evidenced in particular Sub-Saharan regions like South Africa and Zimbabwe. 
Africa ceased to be identified by the Black race because of the growth of other races coupled with the infiltration 
of culture and religion (Madlala & Govender, 2018). 

 

Populism movement competitions in the Sub-Saharan region  

Populism movements are crucial in respect of the democratic governance and political system as they have 
the huge responsibility of representing the masses on issues of concern. In addition, the populism movement 
remains the foundation and vehicle in which the mainstream of political competition emerges between policy 
goals and different interests. Essentially, populism leaders are expected to share views with employers on how 
the income must be distributed and organisation should be governed (Israel & Billy, 2019). Political party refers 
to the band of interested political elites who have been brought together by the same motive and beliefs of 
pursuit for power. Nevertheless, the current environment of competition between political parties in the Sub-
Saharan region gives a fertile field for populism strategists and populism to grow. The populism movements 
mostly are grounded on concrete manifestos or ideology and businesses usually fail to garner high profits 
because of the existence of these movements. The populism movement normally breeds political figures who 
use these platforms as vehicles to pursue their political ambitions. As such, the identities of the populism 
movements tend to resemble their leaders' personalities. The emergence of the movements is sparked by existing 
economic and social classes (Van-Dijk & Croucamp, 2007). Due to the lack of institutionalised funding for the 
populism movement, the activities of the movement are financed by few individuals which results in them 
having centralised authority. Hence, the aforementioned aspects stand as the source on which the populism 
movement capitalise and later form political parties thereby dominating the political discourse through 
charismatic leadership.  

Nevertheless, the populism movement should not be mistaken as a political party because it does have a 
political ideology. The 'rightists', 'centrists', and 'leftists' emerge outside the political ideologies mainstream but 
populism has a policy component conceptualised to redress the contemporary or historical economic and social 
marginalisation by building political messages that stimulate big underprivileged groups, particularly in respect 
of better housing sanitation, improved earnings, and employment (Biancalana, Heinisch & Mazzoleni, 2021).  
Hence, populism movements have some sought policy packaging when fanning some of their political 
messages.  In the environment of the political sphere where there is the existence of populist strategies, 
particularly for opposition political parties, an inclusivity message and political charisma conglomerate in 
political and socio-economic affairs of the state. Nevertheless, in some systems political populism is absent. 
Populism movements emerge in times of low incomes, drastic employment opportunities, and inequality. This 
led to having high population staying in informal settlements. Such conditions breed the surge for populism 
movements as populist leaders create messages built from the challenges of the people who are employed in 
low-income jobs. 

This is also because urbanization holds the capacity to project the existing inequalities in the workplace for 
instance by observing the organogram of the organisation's low, middle, and top-level employees (Kwong, 
Demirbag, Wood & Cooke, 2021). In addition, overreliance on informal employment has led to very low 
membership in organizations that represent the interests of the low-income class and with even lesser influence 
on policy direction. This has directly enabled the Sub-Saharan region political elites to establish close ties with 
the poor employees through populist strategies and policies. 

 

Populism in South Africa and Botswana 

Sub-Saharan is not immune to the complex employment dilemmas, and the confrontational and bombastic 
steps taken by the populism movement to challenge traditional businesses on issues related to employment. In 
the context of employment, it clarifies between the oppressed people and the corrupt elites. The populism 
movements' campaigns in South Africa strongly inject race and ethnicity into employment matters (Gumede, 
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2016). Populist rhetoric is normally off the charts. Although some populism movements do not oscillate in their 
discourse since their formation, they shifted in their offerings and mandates. The populism movements have 
pushed the government to gravitate toward their employment policies, and radical amendments in employment 
have been instituted because of these movements. However, some of these shifts and changes are a threat to the 
human rights of South African inhabitants. Due to these populism movements in employment, most political 
parties that include the African National Congress (ANC), Democratic Alliance (DA), and Economic Freedom 
Fighters (EFF) mimick the policies and mandates of most of these movements such as the Dudula Movement 
(Davis, 2021) (Nonyane, 2021). The Dudula Movement seeks to remove inequalities and improve working 
conditions and all illegal migrants and some legal migrants in workplaces. All the political copy the populism 
movements which enforce that all jobs that do not fall under critical skills should not be occupied by foreign 
migrants.  

Although this paper considers the discourse of populism movements, the analysis gives important insights 
into how these movements behave towards employment matters. Besides the populism movements, the EFF is 
seen as the challenging radical Populist Party to the ANC, the ruling party. However, democratic institutions and 
norms are undermined by the populism movement. These movements seek a revolutionary change in economic 
means and employment policies that put South Africans first and improve working conditions. The 
simplification and polarising rhetoric of labour issues weaken the poor-performing economy. The widespread 
corruption, inequality, and poor leadership are other key areas that fuel the populism movement in South Africa 
(Phungula, 2022). However, populism is regarded as a global phenomenon. Inclusivity in the workplace is one 
of the key areas that populism movements also look into especially at the senior and top management levels. 
Rampant inequality in the workplace is also a source of various populist movements. This bred a fertile 
condition for the populism movement to emerge. Populism movement succeeds when there is a national crisis, 
in particular, South Africa has a surge of unemployment of about 35.2% (Madubela, 2022). Normally, these 
movements register as public discontent towards the failure of the government to deliver. However, sometimes 
these populist movements generate a crisis to a sense of conflict in the public's eye. 

 

Inequality and diversity in the perspectives of human resources management at the workplace 

The organisational and administrative culture at various workplaces is entrenched with discriminatory 
tendencies that result in a relative disadvantage to particular groups or certain individuals based on the group 
identity they belong to. Treatment of an unreasonable nature incorporates ignorance of input, violence, 
discriminatory treatment, and micro-management (Oosthuizen, Tonelli & Mayer, 2019). Interactional justice 
relates to employees’ concern about the quality of interpersonal treatment that is rendered within the 
organisation. According to Burton and Hoobler (2011), interactional justice is the extent to which employees are 
treated with respect as well as dignity. Internationally fair procedures include four attributes, namely respect, 
justification, propriety questions, and truthfulness. However, Boosysen (2006) studied EE at Money Bank in 
South Africa and found that although all key formal procedures and policies for good employee practice and 
relations which incorporate non-discrimination, inclusion, fairness, equity, and equality at the workplace are 
written, they are not internalised as internal drivers of the organisation but are there merely for the sake of 
legislative compliance. This reveals that there may be misalignment between the formal policies in place and the 
execution of those policies which has a bearing on informal and formal organizational culture. 

Lee (2016:11) points out that discrimination against other employees that are exclusively based on 
inadequate experience should be avoided. If they are qualified or have the capability of acquiring the needed 
skills over a realistically given time for them to carry out their duties efficiently and effectively they should be 
appointed. Therefore, the employer must conduct a rigorous evaluation of the whole workforce, incorporating 
policy documents and employment contracts to be reviewed that set conditions and terms of employment that do 
not amount to unfair discrimination.  

 

Unfair discrimination against females. 

According to a study conducted by Bimrose, Watson, Mcmahon, Haasler, and Tomassimo (2014) in 
respect of women in six countries (South Africa, England, Italy, Germany, Argentina, and Australia), women 
were generally worse off in income. The study found that gender inequality against women persists as a 
pervasive issue in labour market across the globe. Women faced discrimination where equal employment 
opportunities were not afforded to them, in particular positions of senior management. There is a perception that 
women are less productive and are not assertive enough to run the organisation and that they give a large portion 
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of their attention to children and families at the expense of the organisation. Hence, female appointments are 
usually found in low-level jobs such as clerical assistants and secretaries. A study carried out by Koch, D'mello, 
and Sackett (2015) focused on gender stereotypes in employment decision-making involving a meta-analysis of 
22 348 experimental studies and found that men were preferred for male-dominated jobs. The findings also 
revealed that there is no strong preference for either gender for integrated jobs or female-dominated jobs. There 
is segregation in occupations with women usually given inferior status, only a few women occupy high-status 
and managerial roles (Hills, 2015).  

 

Unfair discrimination against blacks. 

Inequality in the distribution of income is largely associated with how the income that most of the Black 
population earns is usually stuck underneath the minimum income levels (Papacostantis and Mushariwa, 2016). 
Inequality takes the form of a norm where previously advantaged people were given preferential treatment. 
During the apartheid era, black people were also barred from going to quality educational institutions. While 
employment equity applies to all Blacks and Women, there is strong evidence to show that not all race groups 
are benefiting from this legislation. A hierarchy of disadvantaged groups emerges in the labour market. 
Beneficiaries are hierarchical as follows: White women at the top, followed by Indians, followed by Coloureds, 
followed by Africans, and then at the bottom are people with disabilities (Budeli-Nemakonde, 2016). The 
economy has not been properly growing since 2008 (Department of Research and Information, 2013) and this 
factor does affect the absorption of Blacks in general into the economy, even before one applies criteria such as 
equality.  

 

Unfair discrimination in respect of employees with disabilities. 

By participating at work, employees with disabilities get a platform for social inclusion to realise their 
potential as active citizens, which serves as a vehicle to realise their potential at the workplace and in the 
economy at large. Employees with disabilities usually find themselves, victims of employment discrimination, 
as a result of their disabilities. A study carried out by Potgieter, Coetzee, and Ximba (2017) on career 
advancement challenges faced by people with disabilities at work in South Africa found that generally, people 
with disabilities encounter career advancement challenges. They found that human resource practices, 
particularly those that are aligned with promotion opportunities discriminate against employees with disabilities. 
Employers tend to exaggerate and overrate the risks associated with work as an excuse for their failure to 
employ people with disabilities observed by Donaldson, (2013). Potgieter, Coetzee, and Ximba (2017) indicate 
that most employers underestimate the skills and capabilities that such employees possess, skills that could boost 
the performance of the organisation. A form of stigma and oppression of employees with disabilities emanates 
from the overprotection that is provided to them, which excludes them from mingling with co-workers.  

Companies having a disability code that reflects that a qualified person with a disability may be offered a 
job provided that the functional tests and medicals are carried out to check the potential or actual ability of the 
applicant to perform major tasks of the job helps this category of employees (Akbar, 2014:251). In the case of 
(Stoman v the Minister of Safety and Security & Others), the decision was passed that appointing unqualified or 
incapable persons in key positions is not justified. Employees with disabilities are part and parcel of the 
designated group. By including and integrating employees with disabilities in the workplace, their dignity is 
restored. Employers are required to recognise the value that employees with disabilities bring to organisations. 

 

The influence of human resources policies 

Highly well-formulated policies facilitate the proper dissemination of essential information related to 
employees. Jovanović and Božilović (2017) define human resource policies as guidelines and rules of a formal 
nature that are put in place by the business when hiring, training, and promoting employees within the 
workplace. The policies eliminate misunderstandings about the obligations and rights of employers and 
employees. A study conducted by Darshana (2017) on human resource development –practices and policies in 
private sector banks in Gujarat involving a survey of 400 employees found that effective implementation of 
human resource development policies would result in an excellent organizational climate for the employees to 
be productive and competent. Clear human resources practice puts off potential conflicts that may arise within 
the organisation as they provide opportunities and rights for people. Recruitment and training policies should 
also consider people with disabilities especially when the candidate matches the job. Policies must involve how 
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individuals within the organisation interact and the standards of efficiency that the employee is required to meet. 
Human resource policies that relate to capacity building align with the external environment wherein 
organisations are expected to abide by the legislation. Human resources policies should incorporate aspects such 
as respect, sound relationship, and professionalism as the cornerstone of countering both indirect and direct 
discrimination in the workplace. Abdul, Abul, and Loo-See (2016) assert that human resources policies should 
focus much on professional development to place equity employees in higher positions while performance 
remains high.   

According to Darshana, (2017), every human resource policy domain has different human resource policies 
that are executed by particular human resource practices. Human resource policy entails the choice of human 
resource practices that an organisation uses to accomplish preferred employee outcomes. Human resource 
practice can have a synergistic or additive association with the Human resource policy domain. A study 
conducted by Abdul, Abul, and Loo-See (2016) on human resource management practices in bank performance 
involving 48 banks in Bangladesh covering the period from the year 2004 to 2013. They found that human 
resource management practices should be improved to deal with both competition and modernisation. For 
example, training practice and recruitment practice can contribute to the equity policy, independently enhancing 
the level of meeting the equity goals at the workplace. Many implementable practices can be utilised for every 
human resource policy to achieve the same goal. Human resource practices such as promotion practice, 
recruitment practice, unfair discrimination practice, and professional development practices come in 
synergistically to support the equity policy within the organisation.  When these attributes are a strong feature of 
the overall organisation structure and governance, there is greater buy-in by all stakeholders thus ensuring an 
open, transparent, and supportive system in which capacity building thrives and ultimately you tend to get 
highly charged staff of both equity as well as non-equity employees. 

Stephen, Simon, and Tim (2012:1493) attest that human resource policies are integral in bringing total 
transformation of employees from different backgrounds within the organisation. Human resource policies that 
relate to team building have to be incorporated to accomplish the culture of non-discriminatory tendencies 
within the organisation. Policies that are associated with the development of employees, in general, can ensure 
that equity appointees are the priority.  Monks, Kelly, Conway, Flood, Truss, and Hannon (2013:379) postulate 
that the human resource development policy stipulates how the organisation operates and encompasses values, 
procedures and beliefs. In particular, a promotions policy that emphasises the promotion of employees from 
within to occupy any position which arises in the organisation magnifies the application of capacity building for 
the employee to match the demands of those positions.   Human resource policies should usually be mutually 
dependent so that full implementation of equity is attained (Steyn, Bezuidenhout, and Grobler, 2017). Fragouli 
(2014) postulates that some human resource policies fall under a single human resources policy domain. The 
human resource policy domain addresses one element of employment equity. Every human resource policy 
within the domain contributes a distinctive result in respect of the policy domain objective. The contribution is 
not dependent on the availability of another policy in the same policy domain (Abdul, et al., 2016).   

Kazi (2015:42) points out that although the absence of one policy may lower the net result of the entire 
policy domain, it cannot necessarily affect the contribution of other policies. For instance, the implementation of 
employment equity can be improved through recruiting and selecting qualified employees from previously 
disadvantaged groups, as well as through promoting internal employees from previously disadvantaged groups 
to higher positions. In this case, selection and recruitment policies do not affect the acquisition of skills and 
knowledge of employees, whilst the training policy can further give company-specific skills and knowledge for 
designated employees to fit the job requirements as higher positions fall vacant.  Vijayalaxmi (2014:97) purports 
that human resource practices must be an additive to human resource policy. For instance, the specific attributes 
of people from previously disadvantaged groups can be highlighted during recruitment that strives towards 
employment equity implementation. Additionally, the specific qualities of people from designated groups can be 
indicated during promotion, which channels toward the implementation of employment equity. When there is a 
synergistic connection between the employment equity policy and training policy, employee performance is 
likely to improve. Training employees to resolve lower performance problems may be more effective when the 
organisation adopts a practice of allowing employees to train on real work-related problems.   

 

Theorising populism in human resources management 

Gradually, populism movements have grown into a cross-regional agenda enclosed in workplace power 
politics dynamics. These movements rise against different forms of exploitation purportedly being committed by 
a certain ‘group of elites’, employers Nevertheless, an intense debate regarding populism comes from the 
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common tendencies of casting populism as a negative phenomenon. Negativism arises due to its drive to cast 
emotive challenges as simplistic resulting in vulnerable masses suppressing logic in making key decisions. 
Moreover, Waller, Hodge, Holford, Milana, and Webb (2017) state that in political discourse, populism is equal 
to opportunism in the manner in which it appeals to the masses. In simple terms, Israel and Billy (2019) consider 
populism as an ideological competition between the politically and economically ‘uncontaminated or pure 
people’ against a small group of ‘highly compromised and corrupt elites’ that enjoy the benefits at the expense 
of the large community.  

Populism movements, thus, become the avenue for those who are under suppression to express the genuine 
desires of the mass. There are various forms to which the populism movement has been expressed namely, 
organisational form, political ideology drive, and state of the political discourse. In theorising populism, 
Biancalana, Heinisch, and Mazzoleni (2021) state three main aspects entrenched in populism:  

(i) Strategy for a strong appeal to the society. Facchini and Jaeck (2021) highlight that various forms of 
conventional political discourse differ from populism in that the populism movement invokes emotional feelings 
of the masses, and employees,  ignoring the small group of elites that are corrupt, employers. These corrupt 
elites, and employers, are seen as the source of economic challenges that cause the general public to suffer. 
Hence, populism movement leaders usually use famous techniques, in particular, dress codes, symbols, and 
indigenous language in conveying their messages as they express their complete dissociation of them from 
power elites.  

(ii) Aggravating crises and threats. Populism movements thrive in an employment space engulfed with 
perceived crises of inequality, poor human resources, poor leadership, and non-recognition of diversity which 
are socio-economic challenges that pose a great impact on the welfare of an already suffering populace. As such, 
an atmosphere of that nature gives a big opportunity for populism movements to utilise direct and tough 
language against the employers and ruling political parties thereby bearing strong appeal to the majority of 
people.  

(iii) Unconventional behavior. The platform for populism engagements is rough. Gumede (2016) states that 
populism movements deliberately craft an informed decision to disengage from the mainstream approach of 
expressing good behavior during their engagements in protests. This is a strategy to appeal to the masses as 
actors of low politics which are usually associated with the members of the social class of low-income as 
opposed to the high politics linked to the elites. In addition, this detachment recommends populism movements 
to the masses as part of the suppressed, poor people. Therefore, the nature of the populism movement in 
countries in Sub-Sahara predominantly goes through the lenses of populism organisational form, political 
ideology drive, and political discourse as given by Waller, Hodge, Holford, Milana, and Webb (2017). 

 

3. COMPARISON AND ANALYSIS    

The section examines the consequences of the policy path selected by each case, with a focus on 
inequality, diversity, working condition conditions, and human resources policies. 

 

Social-Economic Overview of Botswana and South Africa 

Both Botswana and South Africa have quite many commonalities. Both nations emerged from past 
colonialists. The world bank ranked both countries as upper-middle-income economies (Index-Mundi, 2020). 
However, South Africa has some distinct differences from Botswana concerning human capital development, 
population size, and economic performance. Botswana has a population size of 2.13 million (Botswana Central 
Statistics Office, 2020), whereas South Africa has about 49.3 million population size (Statistics South Africa, 
2020). The economy of Botswana become one of the quickest growth rates per capita income. Between 1967 to 
2006, the economy grows by an average of 9% per annum. The Botswana economy recorded an approximately 
7.5% increase in real GDP. On the hand, South Africa was underperforming before 1994 and an increase in 5% 
growth rate was recorded from 2005 to 2007, a fall in 2009, and an exponential economic recovery from 2010-
2011. In terms of governance, Botswana seems to have less corruption than South Africa. Out of over 180 
nations, Botswana was at the 55th position and South Africa was ranked at the 44th position by the 
Transparency International Corruption Perception Index (CPI) (2022). The CPI scores nations on a scale of 0 
(High corruption) to 100 (Low corruption).  

Across the globe, Botswana is the largest diamond producer (IndustriALL, 2014). The Department of 
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Mines in Botswana governs the entire mining sector. Debswana is the biggest diamond organisation, the 
government owns 50% shares of the company. The government revenues of about 40% come from minerals 
mining. Diamonds constitute 62% of Botswana's exports (Klaveren, Kea, Hughie-Williams & Nuria, 2009). 
Gold, copper, and nickel also contribute to the economy's exports. Botswana transformed into a middle-income 
economy from one of the poorest economies around the globe since it becomes an independent country in 1966. 
The Stock Exchange of Botswana is regarded as one of the highest-performing stock exchanges in Africa and its 
financial industry is well-respected.  

 

Biography and Diversity in Botswana and South Africa 

In terms of race, Botswana has European ancestry people constitute 7%, Basarwa 3%, 11% are from 
Kalanga, and the majority, 79%, are from Tswana (Index-Mundi, 2020). Whereas in South Africa, 2.5% comes 
from Indians, 7.8% are Whites, Coloured constitutes 8.8% and the majority, 80.9%, are Black Africans. In 
respect of religion in South Africa, the majority is Christians leading with 86%, African religions constitute 
5.4%, Muslims comprise 1.9%, traditional African religions have 5.4% and 6.7% have no religion. In Botswana, 
79.1% comes from Christianity, Badimo 4.1%, Muslim constitutes 1.4% and 15.5% have no religion. Inequality 
and unemployment remain the challenges faced by South Africa.  In Sub-Saharan, Botswana is marked as the 
best country to do business and the least corrupt. The official unemployment rate in South Africa is 28.53% and 
Botswana has 20%. However, Botswana remains the second highest prevalence of HIV/AIDS in the world. 

 

Impact of populism movement on inequality and diversity in workplaces 

The populist movement played a significant role in dealing with inequalities both in Botswana and South 
Africa. In another scenario, reports that the Economic Freedom Fund (EFF) protest against Nelson Mandela Bay 
Business Chamber for supporting the ‘no jab, no job’ policy (Qoyo, 2021). EFF through its representative, 
Filumko Lauona, accused the companies within the construction industry of not providing the expected safety 
for employees (Maluabi, 2016). Following the report of exploitation and racism at ZZ2, the tomato producer 
farm, EFF gave the farm 21 days to improve the working conditions of farm employees (Baloyi, 2020). 
Mbuyiseni Ndlozi, EFF national spokesperson for 2019 led a march demanding fair treatment and decent wages 
from Arcelor Mittal South Africa, a steel company. Over 2 000 permanent employees and contract workers 
embarked on strike (Nkuyane, 2019). As a result of ill-treatment at work, the EFF marched to SPAR following 
the woman employee, Phindile Khuzwayo, who committed suicide demanding accountability from the 
management (Modiba, 2021). Due to ill-treatment and racism, Jossey Buthane, the EFF Limpopo Secretary 
marched against Van Velden and Mopani municipal manager (Shipalana, 2018). 

The populist leaders of the South African Federation Trade Union (Saftu) claim that politicians and CEOs 
are earning extremely high salaries. The government is accused of favouring employers at the expense of poor 
employees. In addition, Phakamile Hlubi Majola, a populist leader from Numsa express his views which were in 
line with Statistics South Africa that reveals that white South Africans earn five times more than black South 
Africans. In South Africa, Burger, Jafta, and von-Fintel (2016) in a study of affirmative action found that the EE 
legislation is slow in closing the wage differential gaps across both race and gender, especially for blacks who 
have been earning low wages despite the rise in economic growth in recent years. In an attempt to address the 
inequalities, South Africa put in place the Employment Equity legislation. Since the changes in the workplace in 
respect of equity legislation, not a lot has happened as expected by Africans. Hence, they remain frustrated. On 
the other hand, because of the undervalued feeling and perceived deterred future opportunities by white men, 
employment equity is not welcome them. It is not uncommon for groups affected by employment equity to see it 
differently as per a Canadian study. The study conducted by Hideg and Ferris (2014) focused on EE policies in 
Canada involving a survey of 81 employees and the results revealed that non-beneficiaries view EE policy as a 
threat.  Similarly, a study carried out by Hideg, Michela, and Ferris (2011) focused on counter-negative 
reactions of non-beneficiaries to EE and found that non-beneficiaries may only support the EE policy when they 
are afforded a chance to be instrumental participants in the development of the policy. 

Women are still underrepresented in South Africa constituting 24.9% while men occupy 75.1% of the top 
positions. The representation of females was still far below their Economic Active Population. Workforce 
transformation at this level is taking place at a snail's pace considering that it had been enforced since the year 
2001 when the first report was made. The results Statistics South Africa (2019) carried out a study on inequality 
Trends in South Africa: A multidimensional diagnostic of inequality and found that male employees earn an 
average salary of R10 886 per month, whereas female employees earn an average of R7 658 per month. This 



Multicultural Education 
 

 Vol. 08, No. 04, 2022  16 

shows males earn an average of 30% higher than their female counterparts. However, there is a little 
transformation of the White population group as they still dominate this occupational level over the past 20 
years. The findings of this study resonate with the results of Statistics South Africa (2019) which carried a study 
on inequality Trends in South Africa: A multidimensional diagnostic of inequality and found that Africans earn 
the lowest average salary of R6 899.62 per month, whilst Coloured get an average of R9 339 per month and 
Indians earn an average of R14 235 per month. The Whites earn an average of R24 646 per month. This 
indicates that the average salary of Whites is three times that of Africans simply because the majority of them 
occupy managerial positions where salaries are high.  

The situation in Botswana is similar to South Africa, favouritism towards men in Botswana causes men to 
earn two-thirds higher earnings than women.  Populist leaders of the Botswana Diamond Workers Union, 
Botswana Power Corporation Workers Union, and IndustriALL protest against poor wages and working 
conditions in the diamond polishing sector of Botswana. This is predominantly experienced by women 
(IndustriALL, 2014). The labour Force Survey in Botswana indicates out of 539 000 labour force, 45% are 
women and the remaining 56% are men. 

In South Africa, EFF through Hlengiwe Mkhaliphi demanded the immediate implementation of an 
employment equity policy at the South African Local Governance Bargaining Council (SALGBC) (Phungula, 
2022). The EFF also urged the demographic balance of the institution. The blockage of the N3 highway in South 
Africa was effected as the government failed to give feedback regarding the employment of foreign drivers by 
small truck companies.  The local South Africans complain that truck companies employed thousands of 
Zimbabweans and this has been supported by Dudula Movement, which is the populism movement. This 
organized protest was associated with xenophobic tendencies in which foreign truck drivers who are working in 
South Africa were targeted. Before the protest, a memorandum of demands was delivered to labour minister, 
Thulas Nxesi and transport minister, Fikile Mbalula. The local citizens indicated that the employment of foreign 
nationals has a ripple effect on the availability of job opportunities in the logistics industry. The protesters and 
National Truck Drivers Association demand the removal of operating licenses of truck companies employing 
foreign nationals. They complain about high unemployment rates and the high employment of foreign nationals. 
Malema visits employers and encourages them to hire locals (Bhengu, 2022). 

 

Impact of populism movement on human resource policies in workplaces 

In terms of discrimination policy, Section 23(d) of the Employment Act of Botswana lists various 
prohibited grounds for discrimination in the workplace (Unaludo, 2019). The expanded grounds of 
discrimination include disability, health status, sexual orientation, and gender. The aforementioned aspects are 
the crucial aspects that show the success and effectiveness of the courts and law in eradicating discrimination in 
the workplace. However, the labour courts in Botswana are compelled to modify and adopt some definitions that 
align with the local situation. The extended grounds for discrimination are no longer alien to the values and 
culture of Botswana. If the government overlooks these grounds of discrimination, it can be treated as a 
disservice to the masses. The labour courts and law must never lose sight of the purpose of social welfare. 
Discrimination takes place in the form of disguises, shapes, and shapes. 

Interestingly, some labour laws seem to be very attractive with a dressing that may be embraced by future 
victims. Workplace discrimination can appear in the form of employment policies, rules, and contracts of 
employment.  The workplace rights of an employee could be violated if an employee is dismissed based on 
gender or status such as HIV-positive status (Shabani, 2019). In terms of recruitment policy, businesses have 
been forced to amend their recruitment policy in which South African and Botswana citizens should be given 
first preference. The foreigners are being accused of taking the local citizens’ jobs. Areas such as Johannesburg 
and Durban have been associated with rampant protests against immigrants. Most unemployed local citizens are 
angry with immigrants whom they blame for being preferred by employers because they accept low wages. The 
unemployment of the youth rose from 35% to 65% hence competition for job opportunities has bred resentment 
among South African jobless people.  

These jobless people turned to violence and later morphed into xenophobic calamities. In 2008, over 62 
foreign nationals were left dead due to unrest against foreigners. Not only that, foreign-owned small businesses 
are being targeted and closed as the local citizens indicated that those businesses should be reserved for them. 
Through Operation Dudula, a score of people have been demonstrating against foreign immigrants. The right to 
demonstrate falls within the constitution of the country. One of the populism leaders, Nhlanhla Lux Dlamini, 
says "Foreign nationals are stealing jobs that belong to South Africans''. "Any job that doesn't require skill in 
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South Africa belongs to South Africans." He also says, ''The movements demand that all foreigners employed in 
supermarkets and restaurants be sacked.'' South Africa has approximately 3.9 million immigrants living in it. 
However, Human Rights Watch states that foreign nationals are used as scapegoats by politicians and aspiring 
politicians. Due to high employment levels and corruption, the majority of South African local citizens' 
employees protest against foreign nationals.  

Employers who engage in an unscrupulous practice of hiring illegal immigrants normally risk being fined 
and apprehended. If there is any suspicion that the employer hired illegal foreign nationals in South Africa, the 
South African Police Service (SAPS) may make unexpected visits to employment agencies. The increase in 
poverty in urban and rural areas is worrying the Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) and African National 
Congress (ANC) (which comprises national governments in Botswana and South Africa respectively). The 
official unemployment rate of Botswana is 21%  (Central Statistics Office Botswana, 2020 )and South Africa is 
at 35.2%. Any increase in the unemployment rates could have a detrimental concern to the ruling party 
considering that the aforementioned statistics reflect the appropriate state of the legal residents, particularly in its 
ability to rule the country. However, poverty and unemployment mostly affect the black population. 
Nevertheless, the continued increase in the economic gap between Botswana and South African economies and 
countries in SADC particularly Zimbabwe, Lesotho, and Mozambique. For this reason, there is little hope that 
the measures of the Aliens Control Amendment Act would succeed in removing illegal foreign nationals in 
South Africa. 

In Botswana, Botswana's Patriotic Front and Umbrella for Democratic Change (UDC), the populist parties 
encourage employers not to employ foreign nationals (Ndebele, 2021).  Due to the increase in the number of 
qualified but unemployed citizens, Botswana stopped recruiting new foreign teachers. However, it allowed the 
foreign teachers with existing valid permits to continue working but once they get expired they cannot be 
renewed. For jobs that Botswana cannot secure qualified locals, it will continue to hire foreign nationals. The 
nation of Botswana continues to scarcity of teachers in areas such as commerce, accounting, and economics 
despite having an improvement in the number of qualified Batswana teachers. About 160 teachers of the 500 
local graduates that were still unemployed could teach indigenous language. 

In terms of retrenchment policy, businesses have been forced to consider the welfare of workers first than 
their profits (Baloyi, 2020). In South Africa, Cosatu indicates that both private and public sectors undermine 
collective bargaining, therefore demanding decision makers and government policymakers take action to resolve 
these issues. The populist leaders in this institution reject retrenchments from state-owned organisations as they 
see this as the act of government to defeat itself. The populist leaders call for decent jobs and proper working 
conditions. The retarded economic growth of South Africa has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The populist leaders have been striking against labour brokers and other social ills. In terms of the Labour 
Relations Act, employees that engage in atypical employment are protected by the law and these include 
workers given to clients by labour brokers and part-time and fixed-term employment. Workers seek to scrap the 
contemporary arrangements of welfare which continue to rip off resources from the poor and support the rich.  

In Botswana, the government interfered and put on hold on the retrenchment of 348 employees by 
Bamangwato Concessions Limited (BCL), a copper mine in Selebi-Phikwe, northeastern Botswana (Shabani, 
2019). However, the move to hold the retrenchment process was seen as a political strategy ahead of scheduled 
elections later in 2009. In another case, the populist parties and labour department expressed dissatisfaction 
about the 177 employees retrenched by Moolman Mining after they received a meagre severance package (The 
New Humanitarian, 2009). Concerning compensation policy, businesses have been warned to abide by 
minimum wage as the basic wage for a low-rank employee. Cosatu and the South African Federation of Trade 
Unions embarked on a strike demanding high salaries. This populist leader, Sizwe Pamla states that the 
employers are benefitting at the expense of employees. Despite various mining organisations putting policies of 
no-work, no-pay, populist leaders still encourage employees to strike in the quest for their demands to be met. 
The Association of Mineworkers and Construction Union (AMCU) and The National Union of Mineworkers 
(NUM) embarked on strike demanding an increment of 1,000 rands per month. Joseph Mathunjwa, the populist 
leader who is also head of AMCU instructed employees to continue with the strike until their demands are met. 

Due to pressure from populist union leaders, Minister of Employment and Labour, Thulas Nxesi, increased 
the threshold of annual earnings to ZAR 224 080.48 (ZAR 18 673.37 per month) as part of the Basic Conditions 
of Employment Act (BCEA) from ZAR 211 596.30 per annum (ZAR 12 484.18). In terms of hourly rates, the 
National Minimum Wage Act (NMWA) rose from ZAR 21.69 to ZAR 23.19. This shows a 6.9% increase in 
income. This means ZAR 23.19 per hour is taken as the national minimum wage which was implemented on 01 
March 2021. This means employers are obligated to pay employees at least a minimum wage and anything less 
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than that is regarded as a breach of the law. With BCEA, an employee who earns below the threshold of 
earnings is subjected to protection in terms of rest periods, meal intervals, compressed working weeks, average 
hours, overtime, and working hours.  The national minimum wage relates to the income payable to an employee 
for the hours worked and this does not include allowances such as gifts, tips, bonuses, payment in kind, 
accommodation, food, tools, and transportation. The populism movements exert pressure for the amendment of 
Section 6(5) of the National Minimum Act (NMW), No 9 of 2018, Schedule 1 and Schedule 2 which was 
amended under Government Notice No. 44136. The pressure for adjustments stems from the cost of living and 
inflation. For instance, the platinum industry was brought to its knees when the employees embarked on strike 
from 23 January to 24 June 2014 which marks the longest strike ever happened in South Africa. Due to this 
strike among big platinum producers, Impala Platinum, Anglo American Platinum, and Lonmin Plc, South 
Africa lost billions of rands. 

With Botswana, the study by Rantsimako (2019) on the working conditions of employees in Botswana 
revealed that the wages and salaries in the public sector are below the current market rate by 45%. At least P1.4 
billion can cost the government if it increases wages and salaries by 20%. Despite the increase of minimum 
wage to BWP 7.34 per hour, Botswana Federation of Trade Unions (BFTU) argues that the new minimum wage 
rate does not align with the living expenses and it advocates for a living wage, not a minimum wage 
(WageIndicator Foundation, 2022). 

 

4. DISCUSSION  

Popularism movement in South Africa continued to soar yet organisations view it as a distractor to the 
smooth running of businesses. There is high inequality in South Africa despite the general increase in the level 
of education. Although education is perceived as a key redistributive instrument in communities associated with 
great income inequality, income inequality is still prevalent in South Africa where the level of education is 
considerably high. In Africa, South Africa and Botswana have been touted as countries that managed to 
maintain the largest economic rate of growth therefore due to their economic resilience these economies have 
been selected as the point of reference. However, the populism movement and populist parties take advantage of 
that situation to garner support from low-income employees. These populist movements and populist parties 
play a crucial role in enforcing a change in human resource policies to be fair and balanced. However, they do 
consider the skills required in the organisation when they do not want companies to hire skilled foreign 
nationals.  

This stance also affects the diversity drive that most businesses seek to have to promote within the 
organisation. The analysis indicated that populism movements and populist parties such Dudula movement and 
EFF in South Africa, Botswana Patriotic Front and Umbrella for Democratic Change (UDC) in Botswana, their 
rhetoric message has been forcing businesses to amend their human resource policies which local citizens are 
given priority.  

In South Africa, previously advantaged people do not support the removal of inequality. A study carried 
out by Hinks (2010) focused on Employment Equity (EE) and job satisfaction in South Africa involving formal 
sector employees between the age group of 18 to 65. They found that while the job satisfaction of Africans is 
positively associated with EE legislation in contrast the job satisfaction of coloured and white is negatively 
connected to EE legislation. Three employee identities emerge in South African labour markets, namely 
Africans, the middle group, and white males. There was inequality in both South Africa and Botswana in terms 
of gender, men were more than women. This is supported by Renier and Leon (2015) who focused on gender-
based discrimination in South Africa involving 1740 employees representing 29 companies and found that males 
have higher post-gradings and salaries than their female counterparts. 

From the analysis provided in this study, it has been established that both South Africa and Botswana have 
popularism movements. However, the populist strategies in South African leaders are associated with excellent 
oratory skills coupled with personal charisma to fan out concrete messages targeted to people looking for a 
solution. In this paper, the results indicated that most leaders of these movements capitalise on ethnic identity 
and urban poor employees to build the support base. From both countries, it can be established that all the 
leaders of populism movements have mastered the art of understanding the struggles of the majority of 
employees and mingling with them in which issues of poor human resource policies, inequality, and diversity 
are tackled. More importantly, they project themselves as ‘men of the people’. To other countries, the populism 
movements in South Africa and Botswana draw close similarities with those in America as such movements 
erupt as a result of discontent of the general public. The strong fusion of populism movement policies and 
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charismatic leadership can be seen as part of the rapid economic and socio-political transformation to the 
concern of the major part of society.  

Similar to South Africa, the policies of the populism movements emanated from the common 
disenchantment of low-income employees towards failure by employers to address rampant ill-treatment and 
inequality at the workplace. In addition, the increase in wage bills (huge allowances and large sums of salaries) 
to the benefit of the employers and political elites becomes another serious concern that led to the propping up 
of the populism movements. However, different in South Africa where populism movement leaders managed to 
achieve the status of political leaders, not all populism leaders especially union in Botswana can manage to get 
the status of the mainstream political party. In addition, most populism movements in South Africa and 
Botswana rarely engage in coalition to attract support from the masses. The populist condemns the government 
for the political and socio-economic inequality in the country. Populism leaders emerge in the political space 
where the existing parties are associated with the continuous breakdown of parties. Some Sub-Saharan region 
countries are still in the democratisation process hence there is political volatility in which the existence of 
populism movements is suppressed by the mainstream political party and this is the case in Botswana. 

 

5. CONCLUSION  

Botswana and South Africa are at a crucial phase in which socio-economic inequalities and transformations 
in demographics need to be dealt with closely. Shockingly, some populist sentiments have a high impact on 
addressing the issue of inequity and diversity in the workplace. Although the abilities of populist leaders to 
deliver their populism ideologies are questionable, the populism movement persists to remain a relevant new 
phenomenon and continues to rapidly expand and tackle issues that the majority of employees at the workplace, 
in particular inequality, diversity, poor working conditions, and poor human resource policies. However, the 
consolidated concerns can lead to the transformation of populist leaders away from personal aspirations into 
highly legitimate representatives of the beleaguered issues of the employees at the workplace. However, the 
radical stance in enforcing demands by populism movements, through protests, continues to affect businesses 
that are already on a downward scale. The populism movement, through the protest, affects the revenue flow 
and financial model of various businesses. 
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