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This handbook is dedicated to the memory of Thandeka Zulu who died in February 
2010. Thandeka was the stock control and production manager at the Inina Craft 
Agency. She epitomised emerging leadership in the rural craft sector. Quiet, firm and 
fair with confidence that grew as the business grew. Absolutely dedicated to the task, 
she continued to work even when she was very ill.
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FOREWORD

About ten years ago a number of organisations, some independently and some in 
small groups, started supporting, mentoring or operating rural craft businesses in 
KwaZulu-Natal. We were encouraged by national and provincial reports that indicated 
that craft was not some insignificant Mickey Mouse sector but that it made meaning-
ful socio-economic and livelihood contributions to people, particularly those in rural 
areas. We were also encouraged and inspired by the work of organisations such as 
the Cape Craft and Design Institute (CCDI) in the Western Cape, Khumbulani Craft in 
Johannesburg and Africa!Ignite in Durban, which showed that craft businesses were 
remarkably resilient and that people can make a meaningful income from production 
and sales.

We engaged and, together and individually, we learnt. Fortunately we learnt more 
from success than from failure. Making mistakes was an integral part of the learning 
process but failure was not an option. The result was several vibrant craft centres and 
businesses, and some wiser mentors and business operators.

In 2008, with the support of some passionate craft business operators and mentors, 
and with funding from Gijima KZN (EU) and the Ford Foundation we produced The 
Business of Craft and Crafting the Business: Strategies for success in the rural craft 
sector. This was an attempt to distil some of the key lessons we had learnt into an 
easily accessible and readable guide. It appears to have worked as intended.

However, one of the key lessons that we have all learnt in life and in work is that the 
devil is in the detail. The handbook inspired people on what needed to be done but 
supplied little in the way of detail on how things should be done. This handbook 
builds on the first and attempts to engage in some of the detail without getting overly 
complex. Enjoy the read!

Duncan Hay
University of KwaZulu-Natal
July 2010 
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INTRODUCTION

Every day thousands of women and men create beautiful craftwork in South Africa. 
They use their inherent creativity and the traditional knowledge passed down through 
generations to hand make items that are often unique to the southern African region.

Their products might be purely aesthetic or decorative such as a beaded necklace, or 
completely practical such as a beer strainer. Sometimes they make items for them-
selves and their friends, but most craft is made to sell either to the local market or to 
the tourist trade, or is destined for export. Many crafters make very little money for 
their efforts, while a few have made fortunes conquering international markets. 

How can crafters increase their earnings from their trade? There are numerous op-
tions. They can make small changes such as finding better sources of raw materials 
and learning more about seasonal colour trends; or they can make large changes 
such as establishing formal businesses and developing the communication skills 
required to interact with buyers in other parts of the world.  

The purpose of this handbook is to provide crafters, support organisations and 
government agencies with ideas which will help them earn more. Some of the ideas 
can be applied alone while others will need to be applied in combination. While some 
of the ideas will be useful to crafters who run single person businesses, most of the 
ideas will help craft businesses or crafters who aspire to establish larger enterprises. 

Each section that follows contains an introduction to the relevant area, describes the 
key challenges in the area, explains how these challenges might be addressed, and 
briefly addresses the real-life experience of the Inina Craft Agency.
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Leadership

In this handbook you will read and learn about marketing, 
production, communication, financial management and distri-
bution – all the systems needed to make a business work. They 
are all very important, but it is ultimately people who drive the 
systems and make them work. 

So, the starting point should not be the system, but the people 
who drive the system. These people are business leaders. 

What is difficult about leadership? 

Geography: Business leaders, by their very nature, seek out the 
opportunity to lead. Because opportunities in rural areas are often 
limited they move to urban areas. Identifying and securing experi-
enced leaders in rural areas is difficult.

Patriarchy: Most rural craft leaders are women. They often come 
from strongly male-dominated systems and are usually the most 
marginalised in rural societies. While their collective decision-
making abilities are strong, they lack experience in making 
executive business decisions.

Resistance to leadership: Particularly in rural areas, a new leader 
is often resisted by others. 

The definition of leadership: Leadership is usually associated 
with dominance, command and control and less with service. 
Leadership needs to be redefined.

1
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What is the responsibility of a leader? 

“The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality. The last is 
to say thank you. In between, the leader is a servant.” This quote 
by Max DePree shows the main requirements of craft business 
leadership – setting direction, providing encouragement, and serving 
both producers and customers.

It is the responsibility of the business leader to define reality. In 
other words, to define what the business is about and what its 
direction is. For example: “We manufacture beaded products 
and our main markets are curio shops.” This is often the easy 
part. What is more difficult, in a rural craft context, is that leaders 
are usually involved in the day-to-day running of the organisa-
tion. They are often crafters themselves or they are selling, taking 
orders, arranging deliveries, paying producers and participating 
in all the other activities that make up the business. So it is dif-
ficult for the leader to remove herself and think strategically and 
objectively about the business. But doing this is important for 
success. A key goal of any craft leader is to get out of day-to-day 
operations from time to time and think. 

It is the responsibility of craft business leaders to encourage and 
inspire and serve producers and customers. The leader generally 
operates as an intermediary between these two groups. 

What attributes should a leader have?

She should be passionate about what she does. Her enthusiasm 
should be obvious and spread to those around her. She needs to 
be tough but at the same time fair and compassionate. Often, the 
producers that she works with will come from poor backgrounds and 
need to be treated kindly and respectfully. She should be self-confi-
dent, but humble and she should inspire confidence in those around 
her. Selling is a critical part of the business and if she is not confi-
dent in herself she will not be confident in the product and she won’t 
be able to sell it. She should be persistent – how often have we been 

told, if at first you do not succeed try and try again? However, she 
also needs to know when it is time to quit or try something different. 

A good leader is a good listener and a good listener understands 
what is being said. If she doesn’t understand she will continually 
need to ask questions, not to be confrontational, but to better under-
stand and problem solve. She should be aware of her own thoughts 
and actions and her own strengths and weaknesses. It is very impor-
tant that she is always accurate – working with both producers and 
customers demand that there is little or no ambiguity. She should be 
able to draw on past knowledge and experience – it is from this that 
wisdom grows. 

Innovation sets businesses apart. To be innovative, leaders need 
to be inquisitive, ingenious, original, insightful and creative. She 
should have a sense of humour. Leading is stressful and there 
needs to be a mechanism to release this tension. Humour and 
laughter are much more constructive than punching someone! 

Nobody can be all these things and have all these abilities. That is 
why there is often more than one leader, each having complemen-
tary talents. Individuals in the group need to learn to think and act 
cooperatively. That is what makes a successful team.

Last but most importantly, all of these talents need to be translated 
into effective action. And the most important action, without which all 
the business systems in the world are meaningless is: sell, sell, sell! 

Whether you are a craft leader, mentor, funder or development prac-
titioner you need to be aware of the possibility of tension existing for 
an individual between being a crafter and being a business person. 
A craft business leader is usually in the business because she was or 
is a crafter or artist. By definition crafters are creative thinkers. These 
types of thinkers are not always systematic and methodical which 
are essential requirements (together with creativity) for running a 
business. If you are a mentor or development practitioner helping to 
set up a business, it is useful to look beyond the crafters themselves 
to find business leaders.

There is 
often more 
than one 
leader, each 
having com-
plimentary 
talents

Leaders 
are usually 
involved in 

the day-to-day 
running of the 
organisation. 

They are often 
crafters 

themselves
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A leader 
is there 
to serve 

his or her 
constituency, 

not to 
dominate or 

control

The Inina experience

Inina is made up of a number of craft producer groups organised 
into a trading cooperative which operates according to conventional 
business principles. Formal leadership operates at the level of 
the producer group where there are one or two individuals who 
coordinate production processes, and at the cooperative level, the 
Inina Craft Agency. Three people – Aurelia Mhlongo, Thandazile 
Magubane and Fundi Biyela – lead Inina and are formally retained 
to do so. What are their key leadership attributes that ensure Inina’s 
success? 

•  All three are very experienced and have been leaders most of their 
lives. 

•  They are team players with complementary skills and experience, 
and with respect for each other. Also, they understand each 
other’s roles. 

• They understand and embrace the concept that a leader is there 
to serve his or her constituency, not to dominate or control. Through 
their actions they get respect from the producer groups they serve. 
• They are learning the value of, and how to, make quick executive 
decisions and are becoming increasingly confident in doing so.
• They are open, honest and communicative, and have great senses 
of humour.
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Marketing2
A simple definition of marketing is: “the right product, in the 
right place, at the right time, at the right price.” 

To get this right a business needs to focus on four things:
•   Decide who your customers are: Are they individuals, retail 

outlets, buyers, young, old, rich? Keep asking yourself who they 
are so you can achieve step two …

•   Find out what your customers need or want.
•   Create awareness of your products and make sure they are 

available.
•   Price your products so you make a profit but at a cost that is 

still attractive to the customer.

Successful marketing is dependent on a good understanding of 
your customers. Put customers first; solve their problems and many 
of yours will be solved at the same time. So marketing begins and 
ends with the customer. Beyond the basics, successful marketing is 
also about meeting those difficult-to-define needs of design, beauty, 
customer satisfaction and service, and emotion. Craft that is made 
on time and is well priced, but lacks passion runs the risk of fading 
into the background with all the other items.

Remember that no matter how well a business is managed, if 
it cannot sell its products the business will fail. Businesses that 
know who wants their products and where these people are, sell 
more products. 
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What makes marketing difficult?

Crafters have a number of challenges when it comes to marketing:

Limited funds: Coca-Cola is one of the most well-known brands 
in the world. While this is partly due to the nature of the product 
and the length of time it has existed, Coke constantly invests a lot 
of money in marketing. For example: new TV adverts; sponsor-
ships and providing free fridges to corner cafes. Craft businesses 
typically have no or little money to put into marketing.

Lack of understanding of the market: Most crafters live tradition-
al lifestyles in rural areas but sell products to people who practise 
western lifestyles in urban areas. As a result crafters don’t always 
understand some of their markets.

Obstacles to accessing the market: Because most crafters live in 
rural areas with limited infrastructure they often have difficulties in 
physically accessing their markets because they are so far away. 

Insufficient resources: Craft groups concentrate on making 
products. They learn the processes and manage relationships 
internally. Having one person to oversee the marketing process is 
key as it needs to be a sustained approach. Finding this person 
and giving her resources to do this is difficult for small groups.

No instant results: Successful marketing takes time. The re-
wards are not always instant but the long-term impact carries the 
organisation forward.

Successful marketing

Identify the target market: Many crafters make products and 
then try to sell them without thinking carefully about who might 
actually buy their products. It is important for crafters to identify 
their target market. For example, some crafters may be target-
ing traditional weddings that require a range of traditional craft 

products, while others may be targeting international tourists who 
visit their areas. The needs of these two markets will be different 
and will impact on the product that is produced. 

Understand the target market: It is important to understand the 
target market as much as possible. Research is required to find out 
what the market wants and needs.

Know the competition: It is critical to understand the competition 
in order to choose products that are competitive. Successful busi-
nesses don’t try to make products their competitors already make 
well and more cheaply.

Understand what makes a product special: What makes a prod-
uct different or special? It is important for businesses to explain 
this to their markets. This can be difficult. Finding a unique 
product that others cannot easily copy is almost impossible in the 
craft sector. Ongoing development and colour variation can keep 
ranges exciting.

Make sure existing clients are satisfied: Word of mouth is the 
strongest marketing tool. If existing clients are happy with a prod-
uct they will recommend it to others. 

Develop a brand and identity: To take full advantage of word of 
mouth recommendations businesses need a name that clients 
can remember easily and a brand they can identify with. Staff are 
part of the brand a business sells. When they interact with clients 
they need to represent the brand well, be it in writing, over the 
phone or in person.

Create partnerships or associations with key people: It is useful 
to identify partners who can help market products. Strong rela-
tionships foster sales.

Always have information handy: A business card, brochure or 
sample product can really help when customers want to make 

Most 
crafters 

live 
traditional 
lifestyles 
in rural 
areas but 

sell products 
to people who 

practise 
western 

lifestyles in 
urban areas

Choose 
products 
with which 
you know you 
can compete 
on price, 
quality 
and design 
appeal
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repeat purchases. An invoice book with all business details can 
be the most basic form of marketing material. 

Never compromise on quality of product or service: One bad 
product can end a relationship. It is important to replace dam-
aged products or incorrect stock. Constant communication and 
delivering orders on time are important aspects of quality service.

Tips for implementation

Websites are a cost-effective form of marketing: Websites are 
a cheap way of marketing. However, it is only useful to set up a 
website if it can be kept up to date and can be monitored. Google 
Ad Words are also a cost effective form of marketing.

Magazines and department stores are wonderful sources of in-
formation: Magazines or department stores are an excellent place 
to research target markets. Once the target market is known, it is 
possible to identify a magazine or store that is aimed at the same 
market. Reading the magazine or visiting the store can give you an 
idea of trends in decor, colours and general interests of the target 
market. Window shopping for ideas at Woolworths, @Home, Mr 
Price Home and Truworths is free.

Keep a database: An up-to-date database of all the people and 
organisations that have contacted the business is an excellent 
marketing tool. It can be used to send out marketing messages or 
wish people happy Christmas. It is a good way to remind people a 
business is still active. 

Develop a marketing plan and stick to it: It can be really helpful 
to develop a marketing plan that describes the target market, 
identifies the competitors and outlines the marketing strategy. 
Once it has been developed, it is useful to refer to it constantly. 

Consider a marketing agent: Marketing agents are commonly 
used by a variety of businesses to sell their products. A market-

ing agent can help cross communication divides and also access 
markets that are hard to reach. It is important to ensure the 
marketing agent gives added value. A marketing agent who can 
only access existing clients is not useful. Some marketing agents 
require exclusive agreements, but it is dangerous to allow only 
one marketing channel.

Fair trade and going green: Consumers are becoming more 
concerned about sustainable use of raw materials and fair pay to 
crafters. Craft businesses that communicate their fair trade and 
sustainability policies can gain a competitive advantage.

The Inina experience

Inina’s marketing philosophy is based on an unshakeable and 
passionate belief in the products they sell and the people (producers 
and customers) they serve. Also, both producers and management 
at Inina appreciate that the product being produced and marketed is 
not just the physical item. To each item, whether it be a simple AIDS 
pendent or a complex necklace, is imparted a little of the identity of 
the producer or producer group and, with this, a story. 

At a practical level Inina continually maintains contact with and 
exposure to markets through mail-drops, telephone calls and 
through scheduled meetings with established customers. In the 
competitive, information over-loaded world in which we live you 
have to continually remind the market that you exist and you want 
business. Not doing so means people will quickly forget you. 

A marketing 
agent can 
help cross 
communication 
divides and 
also access 
markets that 
are hard to 
reach

Seek to 
satisfy your 

customer 
especially 
after an 

error has 
been made 
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Communicating

Being able to communicate with clients is vital to both sustain-
ability and growth of any business. The reasons for this are 
obvious: no sales can be made without communication.  

At the most simple level, for example, to make a sale a crafter 
needs to be able to tell a client about her craft and how much 
she charges. This kind of communication can easily take place 
at a market or shop where a client can visit the crafter and see 
all the products and ask questions about how much each item 
costs.  

But what if too few people come to the market, or a crafter 
doesn’t have access to a shop? To expand the range of potential 
clients most businesses that sell goods invest heavily in commu-
nicating with clients. Having a wide range of ways to communi-
cate not only helps business reach more clients, it also assists in 
securing bigger and more profitable orders. Larger orders require 
more complex negotiations regarding, for example, changes to 
the products, selection of colours, and production capabilities. 

Why is communication so difficult?

If communication is so important to doing business why has it tra-
ditionally been such a weak point in craft businesses? There are 
five main reasons:

Language: English is the main language of business in South Af-
rica and is also the language that many international clients use. 

3
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English is the second language of most crafters and many don’t 
have the confidence to carry out complex discussions in English.

Literacy: Many crafters in South Africa did not have the oppor-
tunity to get a good basic education. As a result many have low 
levels of literacy and are unable to communicate well in writing.

Technology: Email is now a must-have form of communication for 
most businesses in the world but emailing requires a computer or 
at least an email-enabled cellphone. Many crafters do not have 
the means to buy the equipment needed for emailing and those 
that do often lack the necessary language and literacy skills to 
use email as a form of communication.  

Infrastructure: Some crafters live in areas where there is no elec-
tricity or telephones making communication that much harder. 

Professionalism: Communication includes other unspoken elements 
that hinder and affect what is heard by the audience. Poor use of 
language, sending ‘please call me’ SMSs, and late or delayed com-
munication all impact on what customers or suppliers think. Good 
communication is a skill learnt through continual practise.

Making communication possible 

After considering the huge obstacles that crafters need to over-
come to be able to communicate with formal businesses and 
international clients it is tempting to give up. However, many 
individual crafters and craft businesses have successfully sur-
mounted these obstacles. How did they do it? Mainly through 
hard work and perseverance. Some of the ways that communica-
tion has been made possible are discussed below.

Three cheers for the cellular phone: There are very few places 
in South Africa that no longer have access to telephones thanks 
to the emergence of cellphones. Cheap phones, pay-as-you-go 

and SMSs have enabled even the poorest of crafters to access a 
key tool for communication. Further technology advances have 
now made it possible for crafters to take pictures of their products 
using their cellphones and to send these pictures to clients. More 
advanced cellphones are also by-passing the need for computers 
as it is possible to use them for emailing, basic computer func-
tions and banking.

Consistency is king: Successful crafters make sure that someone 
is always available to answer their phone during business hours. 
Every missed call is a potential missed sale. Every missed call 
makes one more person think that the craft business no longer 
exists. 

Thanks to the middleman: Many crafters and craft businesses 
have honestly appraised their businesses and realised that they 
either lack the skills or the time to communicate adequately with 
their potential client base. These individuals and groups form 
partnerships with individuals and organisations who market and 
sell on their behalf for a cut of the sales fee. These partners are 
called middlemen. In the craft sector using middlemen is contro-
versial because of incidences of exploitation of crafters. However 
many crafters benefit from using middlemen and would be un-
able to run a successful business without them. It is always useful 
to remember that most production businesses, no matter how 
literate or empowered, make use of third-party organisations to 
support their sales as they also don’t have the time or expertise to 
access all sales opportunities. 

Select the best people for the job: Some crafters operate 
jointly either in businesses or cooperatives, with members 
allocated responsibilities for different parts of businesses. 
Successful craft groups have selected those with the best lan-
guage skills for jobs involving communicating with clients.

Cheap phones, 
pay-as-

you-go and 
SMSs have 

enabled 
even the 

poorest of 
crafters 

to access a 
key tool

Many 
crafters 
benefit 
from using 
middlemen
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Being prepared to learn: Just because you have never touched 
a computer before doesn’t mean that you can’t learn. There 
are millions of people around the world who have learnt how to 
use computers in middle or old age. Being prepared to try, to 
persevere, and then to take that knowledge and use it for your 
business has helped many people, including crafters, improve 
their businesses. Just as computer skills can be learnt, so can 
language skills and the more you use a language to do business 
the more your language skills improve.

Don’t forget the other benefits of technology: Mastering cell-
phone and computer technologies makes a wonderful contribu-
tion to communicating with clients. There are also many other 
benefits that can save money and time helping to pay for the 
costs of the technology and promote more learning. For example, 
cellphone and internet banking save crafters the time and money 
required to check a bank account to confirm a client has paid or 
to make a deposit to buy raw materials. Emails and Skype enable 
crafters to communicate with international clients at much cheap-
er rates. Research into the latest trends is possible on the internet 
and advertisements can be sent to potential clients via email at 
little or no cost. 

Tips for implementation

Which cellular phone? If access to electricity is a problem and 
it is not possible to charge cellphones regularly it is a good idea 
to choose simple models with a longer battery life. If electricity is 
easily available then phones with cameras are a good idea so pic-
tures of craft products can be exchanged easily. High-end models 
with emailing ability should only be considered if computer-based 
internet access is not possible.

Secure a dedicated phone number: Constant changing of a busi-
ness telephone number is a bad idea as existing and potential cli-
ents might not know your new number. It is always a good idea to 
use a permanent land line or cellphone number for your business. 

There are 
millions 
of people 
around the 
world who 
have learnt 
how to use 
computers 
in middle 
or old 
age. Being 
prepared 
to try, to 
persevere, 
and then to 
take that 
knowledge 
and use it 
for your 
business 
has helped 
many 
people, 
including 
crafters
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What form of internet access? If a computer is available then 
there are many ways of getting internet access and because of 
constant upgrades in technology the best options are changing all 
the time. Currently one of the most cost-effective option is leasing 
a 384k ADSL line and purchasing uncapped shaped bandwidth 
on a monthly basis. If you don’t have access to the telephone net-
work, then more expensive 3G mobile broadband access can be 
purchased from cellular companies both on contract or prepaid. 
However, 3G coverage in rural areas can be poor. A final option 
to consider for a tight budget, is dial-up access, either through a 
land line or a cellphone. This will only be effective for email ac-
cess, but if used wisely can be cheap and useful.

Be on the lookout for inexpensive communication options: With 
a little investigation it is easy to spot a number of options that help 
make maximum benefit of internet access. Some favourites are:

•   Telkom’s 088 fax to email. For a minimal monthly fee it is pos-
sible to receive faxes in your email box without having your own 
fax machine. 

•   Skype allows calls and instant messaging with anyone regis-
tered with Skype via the internet at no extra cost. This can be 
a huge money-saver if you need to communicate with overseas 
clients, but can also help keep your national phone bill to a 
minimum.

•   Skype also offers an SMS service at well below the cost of SMSs 
on the cellular networks.

•   Google Sites provides free hosting for simple websites.

The Inina experience

All members of the Inina 
management are fluent in 
isiZulu and English, can read 
and write and are numerate. For 
them these are non-negotiable 
communication skills. It 
enables Inina to communicate 
well with rural producers and 
international clients. Internal 
meetings are conducted and 
minuted in English to improve 
language skills. As they have 
practised, so have they become 
more confident in their own 
ability. 

On the technical side Inina 
has telephone and fax/printer 
facilities, broadband email 
and internet connectivity, a 
dedicated website which is 
regularly updated, Skype, 
and cellphones. Inina is 
connected! A key issue that 
Inina faces is reliable servicing 
and maintenance of this 
communication infrastructure. 
Despite being on the outskirts of 
a small urban centre (Eshowe) 
this proves to be difficult and 
would likely be increasingly 
problematic for any business in 
a deep rural setting.
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Financial  
management

Financial management is important because every person or busi-
ness, from an individual to an international corporation, needs to 
manage its finances to be sustainable. 

After selling its product or service, financial management is the 
most important aspect of a business’s management. Someone in 
the business or closely attached to it must be skilled in it. Also, 
as a business grows and starts to do business with government, 
financial compliance – a tax certificate – is required. There are 
three elements to financial management: 

Financial planning: Management needs to ensure that enough 
funding is available at the right time to meet the needs of the busi-
ness. For example, in the short term, funding may be needed to 
buy equipment and stock, and pay employees. In the medium and 
long term, funding may be required to buy expensive equipment to 
make it possible to produce more goods, more quickly.

Financial record-keeping and control: Financial control is an im-
portant activity to help the business meet its objectives. Financial 
control looks at, for example: whether assets are being utilised 
efficiently; whether the business’s assets are secure; and whether 
management acts in the best interest of stakeholders.

Financial decision making: Decisions need to be made regard-
ing investment, financing growth, improving the business, and 
whether profits earned should be reinvested in the business or 
distributed to stakeholders. 

4
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What makes financial management difficult?

Low levels of literary and numeracy: Many crafters battle to 
understand the basics of financial management. 

Lack of experience: Very few crafters have financial management 
experience so many crafters will be learning about financial man-
agement for the first time. 

Remote locations: While most businesses take for granted that they 
can easily access a bank or a post office, many craft groups are situ-
ated in remote locations so getting to a bank or post office is difficult. 

Other priorities: Financial management is not always regarded as 
important. For example, many people in small businesses believe 
financial management is only required by big business and the 
government and not something they need to implement.

Lack of human resources: Many crafters are so busy producing 
crafts and marketing they feel they don’t have the time for finan-
cial management. More literate crafters often take on the respon-
sibility for communication and marketing and don’t have the time 
to work on financial management as well.

Lack of infrastructure and equipment: Most efficient financial man-
agement systems are captured and stored on computers. If crafters 
don’t have access to electricity or computers they are forced to use 
more time-consuming methods of financial management. 

Fraud and theft: This is a difficult issue and it occurs often. If, 
for example, the person controlling or managing the finances is 
involved, it can go undetected for a long time. 

Complexity: Craft businesses are financially complex. There may 
be loan accounts with producers which require strict manage-
ment. Valuing stock presents its own difficulties and there are 
always price negotiations. 

Many 
crafters 
are so busy 
producing 
crafts and 
marketing 
they feel they 
don’t have 
the time for 
financial 
management
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Putting financial management in place

Despite the challenges of effective financial management many 
craft groups have established robust and successful systems. 

Below are some ideas that have helped to create successful 
financial management systems:

Making financial management a priority: To successfully imple-
ment financial management the members of an organisation 
need to understand the importance of financial management and 
commit to making the effort to achieve sound financial manage-
ment systems.  

Design a system for the context: Craft businesses have very spe-
cific financial management needs. Successful financial manage-
ment can only be achieved if a financial system is designed that 
addresses the management needs of the organisation and is easy 
to implement despite the constraints faced by the organisation.

There is nothing wrong with paper-based systems: It is tempt-
ing for organisations to abandon financial management because 
it seems too difficult to achieve without computers. However, it is 
easy to put in place an effective paper-based management system.

Consider hiring a professional: Many small businesses feel they 
either don’t have the time or the expertise to establish and maintain 
financial management systems. These businesses hire professionals 
to implement all or some of their financial management systems.  

Start small: If you don’t have financial management systems in 
place it can be overwhelming to try to establish a system that ad-
dresses all your issues. Rather start in one area. For example, get 
a cash book. Once this is in place and being maintained tackle 
another area. 

It is easy to 
put in place 
an effective 
paper-based 
management 
system.
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A financial management system

A financial system is a must-have although the type and the level 
of technology can differ according to the circumstances. Whether 
the system is purely manual – recording everything by hand – or 
whether computers are available, the basics are the same:

•  Set up a bank account: Consider your banking options before 
you make a decision. For example: think about the type of ac-
count you need – you may need an account that allows you to 
pay out large sums of money to many different crafters. Also 
think about where the different banks have branches. 

•  Set up controls to prevent abuse of money by a single person. 
A major risk is theft or mismanagement of cash or stock. 

•  Calculate an accurate budget and cashflow for the relevant 
periods. Work out what your likely start-up costs and monthly 
costs will be. 

•  Set up mechanisms for data collection: Examples of data to 
collect are orders, all expenses (that is all the money that has 
been spent) and all sales and income (this means keeping 
track of both cash sales and credit sales to manage debt collec-
tions). 

•   Set up stock management systems: Records must be kept 
of all stock. This includes stationery, machinery, equipment, 
cleaning materials and products for sale. It is advisable to have 
a separate book for each category of stock: Every entry must 
include the date of purchase, date of sale and the price.

•  Reports: Monthly and annual financial reports are critical to 
understanding the state of a business and inform decision-
making.

•  Tax: Keep all tax-related information to fulfill all your tax obligations.

The Inina experience

Inina has a Rolls-Royce financial and business management 
system. This includes sophisticated analysis of business 
performance on a monthly basis by an external expert, an external 
auditor who ensures legal compliance, a stock control system linked 
to the financial system, and all the normal financial administration 
systems. Currently it is paper based but the move to electronic 
is imminent. Some might consider all this excessive, but to run 
and grow a successful business it is all necessary. The greatest 
challenge Inina management faced was using all the information 
generated to contribute to strategic and operational decision-
making. So, in addition to the sophisticated system a simpler 
almost real-time system was added. By the end of the first week of 
a month Thandazile, who manages the finances, knows the income 
from the previous month, cash on hand, stock levels, payments that 
need to be chased, orders to be processed and potential orders to 
be followed up on. Based on this, good decisions can be made, for 
example, do we chase sales or payments this month? How much 
time can we spend on product development or should we focus on 
building stock levels? This is particularly valuable in an economic 
recession where trading conditions are tough. 

By the end of 
the first week 
of a month 
Thandazile 
knows the 
income from 
the previous 
month, cash 
on hand, 
stock levels, 
payments 
that need to 
be chased, 
orders to be 
processed 
and potential 
orders to be 
followed up on

Mentoring 
has to 

ensure 
ongoing daily 

use of the 
system that 

has been 
designed

Additional tips:

•  Often an entirely appropriate financial system is set up – budg-
ets are set, cashflow forecasts are made, everyone understands 
and everyone is happy. Then business leaders ignore the sys-
tem and operate as if it never existed. Mentoring must include 
ongoing daily use of the system that has been designed.

•  As a business gets more organised and people start working for 
it full-time it is tempting to pay salaries. Avoid large salary ex-
penses and rather reward workers on the basis of income and 
sales, for example, through commission. Fixed salaries in bad 
trading times will kill a business almost immediately. 
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Product  
development

Product development is a process by which a business either 
improves an existing product or develops an entirely new 
product. 

Crafters are constantly developing and improving products. One 
of the main reasons for this is that crafters are trying to stand out 
from the rest of their competitors by providing a product that is 
unique. Another reason for constant product development is that 
the needs and wants of the market keep changing. 

It is possible to run a business that sells products that never 
change. But, most businesses rely on making new products. 
Because crafters are generally selling décor or art pieces, change 
is important as new trends come into style. New product develop-
ment maintains sales as most products have a limited lifespan in 
fickle fashion-conscious markets. In this type of context demand 
will decline over time without continuing product improvement, 
renewal and change. 

Why is product development difficult?

Some of the challenges that crafters face with regards to product 
innovation are:

Traditional nature of craft products: Craft products started out 
as traditional items that meet the day-to-day needs of the culture. 
These products are either useful, have spiritual significance or 

5
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If the latest 
fashionable 
colour is 
neon pink it 
is almost 
impossible 
for a 
crafter 
who uses 
natural 
grasses 
as a raw 
material to 
incorporate 
this colour 
into their 
designs

are purely decorative – in a specific cultural context. Meeting 
fashion trends or utilitarian demands in a completely different 
context can be difficult and sometimes make no sense to crafters. 
In extreme cases it can be culturally offensive.

Limitations of the raw materials: If the latest fashionable colour 
is neon pink it is almost impossible for a crafter who uses natu-
ral grasses as a raw material to incorporate this colour into their 
designs. 

Inappropriate product development: As crafters are often cultur-
ally and physically distant from their markets, they don’t always 
have a good understanding of the needs and wants of the market. 
It is easy for crafters to make products that have no appeal to 
those markets. 

Price: The craft business is a highly competitive one and one 
which is generally undervalued. Other countries, particularly in 
Asia, produce high-quality craft items in large volumes and at 
very competitive prices. Some products which crafters in south-
ern Africa can easily produce, and for which there is a demand 
are not viable as it is not possible for crafters to get a fair price for 
their goods. 

The process of product development

Successful product development should follow a process of some 
kind. While many crafters have developed successful products 
without following a process at all, for each of those success 
stories there will be a large number of failed products. A process 
such as the one mentioned below can help reduce failures and 
cut down the cost of product development.

Idea generation: Product development starts with an idea. Ideas 
for new products can come from many sources: basic research, 
linking to design colleges, looking at market and consumer 
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Once you 
have actual 
prototypes 
available 
you can test 
these with 
buyers in 
your target 
market

trends, examining what competitors are doing, interviewing a 
focus groups of potential clients, getting the opinion of sales 
people, visiting trade shows, speaking to genuinely innovative and 
creative people, or as a result of a client’s request.

Screen the idea: Next is working out if it is a good idea. Idea 
screening helps to avoid spending time and money on bad ideas. 
Some good questions for idea screening are:

•    Do the producers have the necessary skills and technology to 
produce the product?

•    Will it be cost effective? Will it be profitable once it is produced 
and delivered to the customer at the quoted price?

•    How will it benefit the customer in the target market?

•    What is the estimated size of the target market?

•    Is there growth potential?

•    What kind of competitive pressure will the product face? For 
instance will it be easy for someone to replicate at a cheaper 
price?

Concept development and testing: Once the idea passes the 
screening phase, move on to making some prototypes (examples) 
of the product. This is used to confirm cost estimates. Once their 
are prototypes available these can be tested with buyers in the 
target market. 

Final business analysis: Based on feedback from the testing it 
will be possible to estimate sales volumes, the final selling price 
and the ‘break even’ point for the product. This can be used to 
make a final decision on if the product is viable.
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The Inina experience

Inina, through its interactions with the market and with producers, 
will identify new products that have potential, cost them, secure 
the raw materials (where necessary), commission production 
of samples, train producers (where necessary) and see how it 
works out. It is a continual cycle of innovation, development and 
refinement. What is important is to avoid being in a continual 
product development phase where marketing and sales, and 
refinement of established products come second. It is often more 
productive to look for new markets for existing products (or slightly 
adapted ones) than it is to develop new products.

It is often 
more 
productive to 
look for new 
markets 
for existing 
products 
(or slightly 
adapted ones) 
than it is to 
develop new 
products

Crafters 
are creative 

people 
who are 

constantly 
coming up 

with new 
ideas. Make 

time for 
generating 
new ideas

Tips for implementation

Work out the costs properly: Ensure the cost of developing a 
product is fully understood. This is difficult as crafters often bat-
tle to estimate the amount of time they would spend making a 
single product. One of the main reasons for this is many craft-
ers make products on a part-time basis, in between household 
chores. They often don’t make a single item in one sitting. If the 
cost of a product is worked out incorrectl, crafters will end up 
earning too little money from the product. This will ultimately 
disrupt production. 

Think broadly: Think about using other materials. If beads and 
grass are already being used, try papier mache, wood and clay – 
or a combination of materials.

Adaptation rather than overhaul: As a general rule adaptation 
rather than overhaul is best. A good example of an adapted prod-
uct is the development of a beaded pen. This product uses an 
already produced pen and combines it with existing bead-making 
skills to make a pen that has a unique feel to it. However, it is a 
still a pen that has wide use in society. 

Don’t forget the creativity of crafters: Crafters are creative peo-
ple who are constantly coming up with new ideas. Make time for 
generating new ideas.

Get to know the market better: Supply fashion, home décor and 
other magazines to producers; bring in sample products from dif-
ferent outlets to show product diversity and quality. Take crafters 
on field trips to shopping centres.
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Production is at the heart of any business that involves sell-
ing goods. Without production there is nothing to sell and no 
money to be made. 

In the past, crafters made goods when the need arose for a par-
ticular item in their household or community. However, operating in 
the business environment has meant that efficient production has 
become vital to the craft sector. Commercial trading requires produc-
tion that is quick and efficient and ensures the desired levels of quality. 
To achieve these levels of efficiency it is necessary to develop some 
kind of production system. However, to many people, a production 
system seems complex and sophisticated and for use in factories and 
for mass production. Nevertheless, all crafters will have production 
systems of their own. They may be somewhat chaotic, ad hoc and 
perhaps inefficient, but they will exist. The challenge is to understand 
and improve them without compromising the essence of craft – a 
hand-made item with which the producers shares some identity.

What makes craft production difficult?

The very nature of craft production makes it difficult to think in 
terms of an efficient production system:

Hand-made: The actual value of craft usually lies in the fact that 
it is hand crafted. Many crafters have spent years acquiring the 
necessary skills to make their crafts. As a result mechanised pro-
duction systems are often not appropriate in the craft sector.

Producing 
craft6

PDF compression, OCR, web optimization using a watermarked evaluation copy of CVISION PDFCompressor

http://www.cvisiontech.com/


Bankable craft 47

Diversity: There is a huge diversity of craft products. Most craft 
businesses produce small quantities of any one item. While buy-
ers want consistency in terms of size and quality, they are not 
looking for complete uniformity.  

Workplace: Craftwork is often produced at home, where there 
may be no electricity, very little space and where work times will 
be intermittent and irregular. Some crafters work in even more 
difficult environments such as on the pavement, while they are 
travelling or when they are waiting in queues. 

Improving production

Understand the production system that already exists: Many 
crafters may not realise that they are using a production system. 
However, no matter how simple or complicated, organised or 
disorganised, the system being used to produce craft it is still a 
system. The first step to improving the system is to understand 
it.

Identifying weaknesses and waste: Many craft production 
systems have evolved over time and have not been examined to 
see if they have inherent weakness or have introduced waste-
ful practices. It is useful to stop and think about the system 
objectively. 

Quality control: Lack of quality control leads to rejects and un-
happy clients. All production systems need good quality control. It 
is useful to have an objective standard against which quality can 
be measured, such as an example of the perfect product, and 
a system of assessing whether the new products live up to this 
standard. Crafters need to be told what quality is required, before 
they start creating, otherwise many more products will fail the 
quality check.

Nature of the product: The production of certain craft prod-
ucts can be made more efficient with the use of production 

It is useful 
to have an 
objective 
standard 
against 
which quality 
can be 
measured, 
such as an 
exanple of 
the perfect 
product
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Even though 
crafters 
use a 
variety of 
production 
spaces, 
many 
techniques 
can be 
introduced 
to make a 
production 
space more 
organised

Providing 
producers 
with 
production 
samples they 
can refer to 
all the time 
works very 
well

lines or simple tools. It is important to understand the nature 
of the product to determine which categories it falls into: 

1. Crafts made entirely by hand or by one individual.
2.  Crafts made entirely by hand but which could be produced 

using a production line. 
3. Crafts made partially by hand. 
4.  Crafts that could be made using simple tools, machinery or 

technology.

Organise production spaces: Even through crafters use a vari-
ety of production spaces, many techniques can be introduced 
to make a production space more organised and more sup-
portive of faster production.

Understand the context of production: Don’t reorganise a 
production system without understanding the context in which 
production is taking place. Sometimes there are very good 
reasons for production choices that initially appear inefficient.  
For example, they may consider the daily routines of a crafter’s 
household, the availability of transport and the availability of 
services such as electricity. 

Use Creativity: Crafters are creative and can often come up 
with very creative solutions to difficult production problems. 
Constant communication with all those involved in the produc-
tion about problems will produce solutions. 
 

Tips for implementation

Uninterrupted supply of raw materials: Craft production is 
regularly interrupted by a lack of the correct raw materials. 
This can be avoided by understanding exactly which raw ma-
terials are required for a particular product and ensuring that 
enough of these raw materials are available for the number of 
products ordered. While this sounds like a simple point it is 
one of biggest reasons for late delivery by crafters. 

Briefing and training: Crafters are constantly being asked to 
make new products or old products in a different way. It is im-
portant to brief crafters properly when ordering new products. 
Regular training sessions where crafters can share challenges 
and solutions to producing new goods are useful. 

New products: The cost and time of research and develop-
ment needed to make a new product is often underestimated. 
Only consider introducing a new product if the order is large 
enough or there is potential for it to become part of a standard 
product line.

Use production samples and templates: Always ensure that 
all crafters understand the expected quality standard. Com-
municating this quality standard can be very difficult espe-
cially when some crafters are illiterate. Providing producers 
with production samples they can refer to all the time works 
very well. Another useful technique is to provide templates or 
examples. For instance, if a crafter has to make 100 medium 
bangles and 100 large bangles, it is useful to provide a piece 
of string the length of the medium bangle and another the 
length of the large bangle. 
 
Secure storage space: Soiled goods are a common problem in 
the craft sector because many crafters do not have good stor-
age space for their craft products and raw materials. If there is 
no storage space available look for other ways to protect goods 
and raw materials. Boxes and thick plastic bags can make a 
big difference. Think about recycling materials.

Sustainable supply: It is important to consider if the source 
of raw materials is sustainable. Natural materials, particularly 
wood, are in danger of being over harvested.
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Be absolutely 
clear on the 

technical 
specifications 
for each item

The Inina experience

Inina services a number of producer groups ranging from factory-
based production to groups producing crafts in their homes or 
at rural centres, to individuals producing niche items. Products 
include hand-made paper and packaging products that are 
produced in a small factory; clay pots, fibre-based conference 
bags, fabric bags and beadwork produced at homes, and bead 
and wire-work done by one person. The key lessons Inina has 
learnt are the following: 

•    Don’t get too involved in the specifics of production. Leave that 
to the producers. Just ensure the quality standards are met.

•    Be absolutely clear on the technical specifications for each item.
•    Where possible let producers source their own raw material. 

Bartering raw material for finished product is always a source 
of tension!

•    Production always takes longer than you think. Factor this into 
lead times.
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Supply and 
delivery

Securing the supply of raw materials and ensuring on-time de-
livery of products is critical to crafters and any other business 
involved in the production of goods. 

Most crafters harvest raw materials from their local area or buy 
them from their local shops. However, this is not always suitable. 
For instance, a crafter might be trying to meet a bulk order or 
might need a bead in a colour that the local shop doesn’t stock. 

Similarly, many crafters only sell to clients at markets or shops 
where the craft item is directly handed over to the client. If a 
crafter has a client in a different town they require a delivery 
system. 
 
Supply and delivery systems are vital for crafters who want to 
operate bigger and more profitable enterprises. They help crafters 
secure a larger range of raw materials at better prices and allow 
crafters to send product to clients anywhere in the world. 

What makes supply and delivery difficult?

Good supply and delivery systems can make a big difference to 
the profitability of craft business. However, establishing success-
ful supply and delivery systems is very difficult in the craft sector 
and it is common to hear both crafters and organisations that 
support crafters constantly refer to the problem of transport. The 
word “transport” is used to sum up the difficulties faced in secur-
ing raw materials and in delivering to clients. 

7
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Why is transport such a problem? First, most crafters are far 
from major centres because they live in rural areas. If a crafter 
needs to deliver to a client in another province they can’t just 
pop in to the local post office and send off a parcel because 
they first need to get to a centre with a post office. Second, 
most crafters live in areas with poor infrastructure. Generally 
they have to contend with bad roads and poor communication. 
It is more difficult and more costly to put in place supply and 
delivery systems. 

Facilitating supply and delivery systems 

Transport is always going to be challenge for crafters. Most busi-
nesses resolve the transport problem by placing themselves in 
major centres close to the goods and services they need to run 
their businesses. However, craft businesses are not your aver-
age business. They have to be where they are as that is where 
crafters with the skill and interest in running craft businesses live. 
There are a number of ways of facilitating better delivery and sup-
ply systems. 

Bulk buying of raw materials: If a crafter is only buying a few 
hundred beads then ordering from a supplier based in a major 
centre won’t be cost effective because of the transport costs. 
However, if all the crafters in an area club together and then 
place an order they will save money because they can get a 
bulk price and share the transport costs. Remember that bulk 
buying can be difficult as the beads then need to be distributed 
to individual crafters who generally live some distance from 
each other and the financial arrangements tend to be compli-
cated. Successful bulk buying is normally done by co-operatives 
of crafters or larger craft businesses as they have already es-
tablished the internal distribution systems and financial mecha-
nisms for bulk buying. 

Cooperative selling: As with bulk buying, cooperative selling of 
crafts is a good way of reducing costs and problems. For exam-
ple, a group of crafters in a rural area jointly pay for one crafter to 
visit a city market to sell goods made by all the crafters. By shar-
ing the transport costs the trip becomes much more affordable. 
On a more complex level, for example, crafters arrange them-
selves in co-operatives or businesses that can make up larger 
orders than can be transported together, reducing the transport 
costs for individual products. Cooperative selling does require 
higher levels of organisation and internal distribution systems 
among the crafters themselves.

Consider using a courier: Couriers may appear too expensive and 
some are not willing to go to rural areas. But after some investiga-
tion a number of craft groups have decided to use couriers. One 
of the ways that craft groups have made using couriers more 
cost-effective is to agree on a regular delivery and collection date, 
for example, once every two weeks. The craft group will then col-
lect several orders to be sent on one day. 

Don’t forget the post office: All major rural centres have post 
offices and provide services for the supply and delivery of goods. 
Post offices are often cheaper than private courier services. The 
main problem for very remote groups is the difficulty of getting to 
the post office with goods. 

Take a taxi: Taxis are the major transport service in rural areas 
and many crafters use them to transport crafts and materials. The 
main drawback in using a taxi is that at least one crafter needs to 
travel with the goods. However, this can still be a very cheap way 
of delivery. It is also possible to hire an entire taxi for door-to-door 
deliveries. 

Most 
crafters 

live in 
areas with 
poor infra-
structure. 
Generally 
they have to 
contend with 

bad roads

If all the 
crafters 
in a local 
area club 
together and 
then place 
an order 
they will 
save money
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Tips for implementation

Which courier agent? In some areas there is only one courier 
agent. In others there are more. In choosing couriers crafters 
need to consider price as well as service levels. If a courier is 
unreliable then it doesn’t matter how cheap their service is, it is 
not worth using it.

Allow long lead times: One of the best ways of making transport 
less of a problem is to allow long lead times for the delivery of or-
ders. This means cheaper transport can be used. For example, a 
next-week delivery service is far cheaper than a next-day delivery 
service.

A central collection point: Where crafters are doing co-operative 
buying and selling a central collection point where goods can be 
safely stored is a necessity. Crafters can then drop off craft and 
collect goods when it is convenient to them and their trips can 
also be combined with other reasons for travel (for instance buy-
ing food for the household or collecting a pension).

Export agents: Some craft groups successfully secure interna-
tional orders. For the delivery of these orders it is a good idea to 
use an export agent who is able to ensure compliance with the 
laws of both countries involved. Many courier or freight agents do 
this.

Pay attention to packing: It may seem unimportant but good 
packaging is essential. Above all the packaging should protect 
the product and ensure it reaches the client in good order. The 
packaging should also reduce the costs of transport as much 
as possible. Weight and size of packages are both factors that 
determine the cost of transporting goods. Good packaging materi-
als are lightweight and appropriate for the size of the product. 
Unnecessary costs are incurred if there are empty spaces in the 
packaging. 

Good 
packaging is 
essential. 
Above all the 
packaging 
should 
protect the 
product 
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The Inina experience

Early in its existence Inina learnt that:

•    Good product packaging is essential as it reflects the quality of 
the product itself and the professionalism of the organisation 
as well as protecting the product.

•    Courier and freight agents have very different charge 
structures depending on their specialisation so it is necessary 
to shop around.

•    Getting a product to a customer early is good business. It 
reduces stress on both sides and saves a lot of money as you 
can use slower, economy freight.

•    The cheapest way to move small items is through the post 
office.

Getting a 
product to a 

customer 
early is good 
for business, 

reduces 
stress on 
both sides 

and saves a 
lot of money

PDF compression, OCR, web optimization using a watermarked evaluation copy of CVISION PDFCompressor

http://www.cvisiontech.com/


Bankable craft60

CONCLUSION

In business all the advice in the world is useless if it is not used. 
Ultimately, whether you are a producer, manager, supporter, 
service provider or regulator, you have to get out there and learn 
by doing. Making mistakes is inevitable as is taking risks. Busi-
ness is, after all, about risk and reward. We hope the information 
in this handbook helps you reduce the risks and increase the 
rewards.

Finally, what is the most important lesson we have learnt? Prob-
ably that businesses, whether they are trading craft items or 
selling fuel, are interdependent not independent. So, perhaps we 
can translate Ubuntu – Umuntu ngumuntu nagabantu (a person 
is a person through other people) – into “a business is a business 
through other businesses”. The moment a craft business begins 
to use the services of or service another business it has achieved 
a level of maturity from which there is no turning back.
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