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Abstract

Amapiano, a South African-originated music genre, operates as an emergent form of Soft Power
for South Africa, which, through its global rise, has created a pathway for foreign market access
for South African cultural businesses. The research paper explores three interlinked themes
behind the global increase and internationalisation of Amapiano (1), South African soft power
projection through cultural expression (2), Amapiano evolutions into a cultural ecosystem with
local and global network links, and (3) the role that digital platforms play in the international

acceleration of the genre.

The research paper leveraged an interpretivist qualitative design. Key insights were collected
from 12 semi-structured interviews with three practitioner groups in the Amapiano ecosystem:
talent management, interdependent record labels, brand and marketing agencies, and digital
distribution companies. A narrative analysis approach was used to study and extract insights from

the collected data.

Findings in the research paper demonstrated that Amapiano functions as a bottom-up soft power
that translates visibility into commercial activities. The findings revealed that global collaborations
are at the centre of this global rise, but weak industry professionalism risks the genre's global
sustainability. The research paper offers a framework for the internationalisation and global rise

of Amapiano and its soft power.
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Glossary

Amapiano: A South African music genre from South Africa that emerged in the 2010s. The genre

blends deep house, jazz and kwaito influences.

Cultural Industries: Sectors that produce and distribute cultural content, such as music, film,

and art, for economic purposes

Internationalisation and global rise: The process of expanding a business, culture, and

influence across borders for economic value.
IB Scholars: International Business researchers who study cross-border business activities.

Soft Power: A country’s ability to shape its global outcome through its cultural appeal, values,

and diplomacy rather than through coercion or payment.

Digital Platforms: Online/Internet technologies that enable content sharing, creation, and global

distribution.

Amapiano Businesses: Businesses that manage the business affairs of Amapiano artists,
including their music and content. These businesses and individuals are key because they set

the strategic direction for the music, create the business operations behind it, and its content.

Cultural entrepreneurs: Individuals who build businesses by creating, managing and

commercialising culture-based products such as music, fashion and art.

Cultural products: Tangible or digital output that embodies creativity and identity, such as songs,

music videos, art pieces and performances.

Afrobeats: A modern Nigerian music genre that blends traditional rhythms with global pop, hip

hop and electronic house.

Amapiano ecosystem: An interconnected network of artists, products, entrepreneurs,
managers, DJs, promoters, digital platforms, distributors and audiences that sustain the

commercial activities of Amapiano

Foreign audiences: Listeners and consumers from countries outside of South Africa who engage

with Amapiano through streaming, social media, live events and cultural collaborations.



Playlist: A curated digital collection of songs organised around community and is accessed on

digital platforms such as Spotify and Apple Music.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

1.1 Introduction

This Chapter introduces the main research questions and explains why the researcher is studying
the internationalisation of Amapiano's contribution to South Africa’s soft power and foreign market
access. The Chapter illustrates the research problem within the context of global cultural
industries and international business. It presents the reader with both the business and academic
perspectives of the study, highlighting how Amapiano's global success offers a new model for

emerging-market participation in the international creative and cultural economy.

The Chapter identifies the research problems under study and potential gaps in the literature on
soft power, cultural exports, digital platforms, and the internationalisation of African cultural
industries. The Chapter provides the reader with a conceptual foundation for understanding how
cultural products, such as Amapiano in the South African context, function as both an instrument

that can propel national identity and a commercial pathway for cross-border activity.

The Chapter presents a descriptive background of South Africa’s socio-economic and cultural
landscape, with a particular focus on the cultural economy's role in shaping foreign audiences
and creating market access for South African cultural businesses. The study seeks to understand,
from the perception of key stakeholders in the Amapiano ecosystem, how the internationalisation
of Amapiano has impacted South Africa’s global image and what foreign market opportunities it

has presented in its global rise.

1.2 Background to research

A country’s image is shaped by multiple factors, including economic, cultural, social, and political
factors (Dineri et al., 2024b). In an increasingly globalised world, the image of a nation shapes
how domestic and foreign opportunities are perceived. Traditionally, a country’s global image and
reputation were primarily influenced by economic performance, governance, geopolitical

alliances, and political stability.

These elements are classified as “hard powers” and have been used as tools to shape a country's
credibility on the global stage; however, in the 21st century, the rise of digital tools such as social

media and content streaming platforms such as Spotify and TikTok has resulted in the
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democratisation of these communication tools. This democratisation has led to the rapid rise of
cultural industries, which have expanded the channels and strategies countries can use to shape

and influence their image (Ahmed, 2025).

In modern times, particularly with the advent and rise of social media, cultural and pop-culture
industries such as fashion, television, film, and music have emerged as soft drivers and power

tools capable of shaping and influencing a country’s image on a global stage (Wang et al., 2020).

Soft Power refers to the ability to influence others through non-coercive means, relying on
attraction and persuasion rather than domination and coercion. Pop culture, particularly in music,
film, and fashion, has emerged as a driver and a powerful tool capable of shaping and influencing
a country’s image on the global stage, aiming to stimulate access to foreign markets (Li et al.,
2022).

The argument that Li et al. (2022) makes is that although cultural industry trade seemingly plays
a minor part international trade as a percentage in comparison to other key sectors such as
manufacturing, commodities and logistics, etc, these sectors deserves attention as they can
leverage as a strategic tool in increasing foreign market business activities while also attacking

financial flows for their home countries.

Cultural industries as a strategic asset

Countries like the United States of America have been at the forefront of strategically positioning
their country for decades by using cultural products as a strategic mechanism to shape their

image and ultimately influence their access to foreign markets.

Manheim (2023) argues that the United States of America employs strategic communication tools
to manage its international image effectively. He further describes this approach, used by the
United States, as an applied transnational science of human behaviour that moves beyond
traditional diplomacy by systematically leveraging cultural exports such as media content, film,
and music to influence foreign audiences. Through these communication strategies, the United
States of America essentially achieves two things: first, it promotes its cultural values worldwide,
and second, it creates favourable conditions for its political and economic interests in foreign
markets (Manheim, 2023).
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In recent decades, countries like South Korea and Nigeria have begun to understand that
leveraging their cultural values can create a more favourable business environment for their
businesses in foreign markets. South Korea's “Hallyu Wave”, which encompasses K-pop, K-
drama, and other cultural exports, has influenced global perceptions and demand for South
Korean Products. Research indicates that the “Hallyu” wave has influenced the nation's inbound
tourism demand, particularly from countries such as the United States of America, China, Japan,
and Hong Kong. The number of tourists visiting South Korea has increased from 300,000 in 1998
to 11.8 million in 2014 when the Korean Wave began (Bae et al., 2017).

In Nigeria, the film industry, popularly known as Nollywood, has emerged as a significant cultural
export, contributing to the nation's soft power and economic diversification. Although the industry
is regularly characterised by low-cost production and poorly edited media content, Nollywood’s
output, viewership, and global presence have risen from an average of 872 films in 2000 to 2500
in 2014 (Olusola Ogunnubi & ldowu, 2022).

South Africa’s current global position

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has projected flat economic growth of 1.5% in 2025,
primarily due to trade tensions, internal production weaknesses, and rising tensions between
South Africa and the United States of America (Dybczak & Velculescu, 2025). The IMF has taken
the position that, for South Africa to redirect its economic trajectory, it would need to implement
aggressive fiscal consolidation strategies (Team, 2025). South Africa's economy also faces the
risk of a further decline or stagnation because of the potential non-renewal of the Africa Growth
and Opportunity (AGOA) Act from the United States Congress, which poses a threat to South

Africa’s export-driven sectors, particularly in manufacturing and agriculture (Agoa.info, 2023)

The Trump administration has adopted its aggressive stance towards South Africa over alleged
human rights violations, which include claims of a "genocide” targeting the white Afrikaner tribe
in South Africa (Patel, 2025). Domestic and international experts, as well as South African courts,
have discredited these allegations. Analysts suggest that this aggressive position is a result of
South Africa taking Israel to the International Criminal Court (ICC), accusing it of genocide in Gaza
(Becker, 2024). The current United States administration has also publicly considered imposing

sanctions against South Africa in response to some of our foreign policy positions, which has
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created some uncertainty for bilateral relations between the two nations (The White House,
2025).

The global rise of Amapiano and internationalisation

South Africa's rich cultural base is shaped by its diverse ethnic groups and complex colonial and
Apartheid history. Post-Apartheid South Africa, as a democratic nation, has made critical efforts
to rebrand itself as a diverse nation. South Africa’s commitment to cultural diplomacy has also
contributed to its global standing and enhanced its soft power as the nation of Nelson Mandela

and Desmond Tutu, who contributed to South Africa’s global narrative (Bornman, 2006).

In the past, institutions such as the British Council have acknowledged South Africa’s efforts to
use culture as a means of international engagement, to build strong global relations for the benefit
of South Africa, South Africans, and institutions in foreign nations (Council, 2015). South Africa’s
cultural exports, such as entertainers, music, and art, have gained international acclaim over the
years, solidifying South Africa as a cultural powerhouse that has created domestic opportunities,

such as tourism, and has also opened avenues for economic growth in foreign nations.

Amid substantial economic and political challenges South Africa has faced over the past couple
of years, South Africa’s cultural exports, particularly in the music industry, have experienced
significant global growth, suggesting they could become an essential soft power. The emergence
of a township-born music genre, Amapiano, originating from the streets of South Africa, has
attracted international attention from multiple countries, citizens, and key cultural institutions
(Eaby-Lomas, 2025).

Since the beginning of its global commercial growth in 2019, Amapiano has emerged as the
fastest-growing music genre in Africa, with streams generated outside of Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g,
the United Kingdom, Australia, Germany and the United States of America) growing by 563% on
Spotify between 2019 and 2021 (Spotify, 2022). The global rise of the genre in foreign markets
presents opportunities for South Africa to enhance its perception in those markets while enabling

players in the sector to expand their business activities abroad.

South African Singers like Tyla have demonstrated the commercial potential of the genre by

selling millions of streams and winning a Grammy for their global hit song, Water. Tyla became
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the first South Africa solo musician to reach the United States of America’s Billboard chart in over
50 years. At a broader genre level, Amapiano has seen a 5668% increase in global music streams

between 2018 and 2023, reaching over a billion streams (Mag, 2025).

The Internationalisation and global success of Amapiano have also contributed to South Africa’s
nation branding efforts. According to Tourism South Africa, the growth of the genre and its
international showcase contribute to “reshaping” international perceptions of South Africa, moving
beyond 'traditional narratives' centred on political and economic issues. The global growth of the
genre positions South Africa as a premier cultural destination (Tourism, 2024). This enhancement
that the genre creates for South Africa needs to be captured and further supported to create more

economic benefits for South Africa.

1.3  Business Relevance of the Study

This section outlines the business relevance of this study within the context of international
business. The South African creative and cultural industry has emerged as one with the potential
to significantly contribute to employment and entrepreneurship levels in South Africa, owing to its
multiplier effect (DTIC, 2022).

The internationalisation of Amapiano represents an opportune moment for South Africa cultural
entrepreneurs to leverage this foreign market access, which contributes to shaping South Africa’s
global image. Amapiano, as a South African cultural product, has opened new international
markets for South Africa players in the Amapiano ecosystem, including record label owners, talent

management agencies, and cultural entrepreneurs.

According to Eaby-Lomas (2025), Amafest is an Amapiano festival held in London. It is currently
the largest Amapiano festival outside of South Africa, demonstrating the commercial potential of
Amapiano for South African cultural entrepreneurs and creatives. Eaby-Lomas (2025) argues that
the presence and participation of thousands of non-South Africa reflects the genre's global
crossover and potential for South African entrepreneurs and creatives. This South African
phenomenon has created opportunities for South African entrepreneurs and creatives to
penetrate global cultural value chains in live entertainment, touring, brand partnerships, and digital

streaming.
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The internationalisation of Amapiano also demonstrates how digital platforms, such as streaming
services like Spotify and Social Media platforms like TikTok, have enabled these cultural
entrepreneurs to reach a global audience without the need for trade intermediaries. The digital-
led internationalisation of the genre challenges the assumption that only emerging-market
traditional sectors can internationalise and that internationalising your business requires a
physical presence or capital-intensive infrastructure. For South African entrepreneurs, this
presents an opportunity to build bridges and access global consumers. At a macroeconomic level,
the success of the genre can contribute to South Africa’s national brand equity and potentially
attract investment in spillover sectors such as fashion and tourism (Miki¢ & Zbuchea, 2021). The
success of Amapiano artists performing and touring in cities such as London, Berlin, Paris, New
York, Tokyo, Bangkok, Dubai, Dar es Salaam and Lagos extends South Africa’s symbolic reach
and positions South Africa as a creative and modern economy that can contribute to the global

cultural economy.

The study aims to gain further perspective from key stakeholders on the success of Amapiano
and to create foreign-market access opportunities that would otherwise be challenging to
penetrate due to the barriers of building multi-market businesses. The study aims to understand
the mechanism behind this global rise, how foreign markets have proven fruitful for industry
players, and, from the perspective of players behind this internationalisation, how foreign

audiences perceive South Africa.

14 Academic relevance of the research

The study aims to use Amapiano and South Africa as a default construct to examine Soft Power
Theory beyond traditional geopolitical frameworks. The study aims to investigate how the
emergence of Amapiano as a cultural industry operates both as Soft Power for South Africa and
as a means of facilitating foreign market access for South African cultural businesses. The study
aims to use Amapiano as a construct in the context of South Africa to contribute to interdisciplinary

discussion in international business and the global cultural economy.

Cultural industries in modern times struggle to demonstrate the intersection between the symbolic
value cultural products create and the economic value attached to their commercialisation
(Hesmondhalgh, 2019).
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The study aims to demonstrate how the internationalisation and global rise of Amapiano is
integrated by illustrating how its symbolic value and identity translate into economic and
commercial outcomes. The study seeks to demonstrate how this integration is facilitated by digital

intermediaries, such as TikTok, and by industry intermediaries, such as global festival promoters.

International business researchers have discussed digital platforms in terms of algorithmic
amplification and participatory publics but have lacked academic literature on the mechanisms
and constraints by which these platforms enable or hinder internationalisation (Cunningham &
Craig, 2019). The study aims to further explore and identify mechanisms and constraints in the
internationalisation of Amapiano and its global rise, extending to the concept of platformisation as

discussed by Nieborg et al. (2020) in the international business literature.

Modern-age globalisation, with interconnected value chains, makes nations reliant on one
another. This means that a country's success is becoming increasingly dependent upon its global
image (Han et al., 2024). This study seeks to extend and contribute to Soft Power theory by Nye
(1990) and extend it to the literature by Rabélo Neto et al. (2021), who discussed Soft Power in

the context of International Business Scholars, specifically in the areas of cultural industries.

Rabélo Neto et al. (2021) argue that scholars from emerging markets need to study further how
Soft Power is facilitated through cultural products beyond the areas they have investigated,
namely Brazil and Portugal, which serve as the primary constructs. Rabélo Neto et al. (2021) call
on international business scholars to further study how cultural products can be used as a source
of Soft Power between emerging markets and other emerging and non-emerging markets, rather

than the over-studied Soft Power dynamics between developing and emerging markets.

The study also aims to investigate how Amapiano has penetrated global cultural value chains by
leveraging digital infrastructure, such as music streaming and social media. This also contributes
to Wang et al. (2020) call for more international business scholars to investigate how cultural

industries from emerging markets contribute to global flows of influence.

The researcher studying the exportation of Amapiano into global markets such as the United
Kingdom, Germany, and the United States of America introduces South Africa's perspective as
an emerging market, which contributes to existing but limited work by researchers such as
Ogunnubi & Idowu (2022) and Eaby-Lomas (2025). The researcher aims to bring a broader

international business perspective to the existing but minimal African cultural industry literature.
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The global business perspective the researcher seeks to explore in the study is how South African
cultural entrepreneurs and creatives have gained access to foreign markets in a unique, non-

capital-intensive manner.

Theoretical Underpinning: Core Theories

This study will be grounded on the Soft Power Theory as its Theoretical Framework. It will be
complemented by applying the Cultural Industries framework as a lens to explore Amapiano's

economic dynamics.

Table 1: Theoretical Underpinning

Main anchoring 1. Soft Power is a country’s ability to influence other countries'
theory framework perspectives, views, and foreign policies towards it without using
in the research: force, but through attraction and persuasion. It relies on a nation's

values, policies, and cultural norms that resonate with its citizens

(Nye, 1990).
Supporting 2. Cultural Industries framework, was first conceptualised by
framework scholars like Hirsch in (1972) but was further tailored and

synthesised by modern international business scholar such Wang
et al. (2020), and he explains cultural industries as “the system of
organisations involved in the creation, production and distribution of
goods and services that carry symbolic, aesthetic or artistic value”
(Wang et al., 2020, p. 665).

Source: Owners Source

1.5 Research Problem

Despite Amapiano's global rise and internationalisation, there are limited academic perspectives
on the genre. The proposed research problem is driven by a desire to understand how Amapiano,
as a cultural product, functions as a form of Soft Power for South Africa and what foreign-market

business opportunities have been realised for South African cultural entrepreneurs and creatives
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as a result of this global rise. Eaby-Lomas (2025) highlights that Amapiano's success can also be
attributed to how it leverages digital platforms creatively and innovatively (Eaby-Lomas, 2025).
The study also seeks to investigate the mechanisms that cultural entrepreneurs and creatives

leverage to gain global market access.

1.6 Research Questions

The main research question is generated from the existing literature on soft power, cultural
industries, and digital platforms. The research questions were also crafted in line with international
business scholars' calls to examine further how internationalisation from emerging markets
operates beyond state-driven diplomacy. The research questions highlight three under-

researched areas in the context of Amapiano.

e How can cultural industries enhance soft power beyond the scope and frameworks of
government-led entities?

e How can soft power create and enhance real global business opportunities and market
access?

e How and to what extent do digital platforms help cultural industries in reaching

international audiences?

Based on these reach areas, this study aims to explore how Amapiano contributes to shaping
South Africa’s image and to creating foreign-market access for South African cultural

entrepreneurs and creatives.

1. Main Research Question: Research Question 1: How does Amapiano function as a form
of Soft Power for South Africa and create a pathway for foreign market access for cultural
business?

2. Research Question 2: How has the rise of Amapiano as a cultural industry contributed to
South Africa’s visibility and economic value in the global cultural economy?

3. Research Question 3: What roles have digital platforms (e.g., streaming, social media)

played in the internationalisation of Amapiano and in its being a form of Soft Power?

1.7 Research Aims

The main aims of this research are to critically investigate and explore the role of Amapiano as a

form of soft power for South Africa, and to understand how its rise onto the global stage has

22



contributed to South Africa’s cultural visibility and the symbolic economic value it presents as a
cultural asset. The study seeks to unpack how this genre, which originated in a South African
township, has become a cultural export that has influenced global perceptions of South Africa and

facilitated foreign market access for cultural industries.

1.8 Research contributions

Academic Contribution

The research aims to expand on and provide a South African perspective on Nye's (1990) concept
of Soft Power. The study demonstrates that South Africa’s Soft Power does not have to be created
by the government but can also be generated by cultural industries and entrepreneurs. The study
aims to demonstrate how Amapiano, as a cultural product, can contribute to South Africa’s global

image and create a pathway for foreign market access for cultural entrepreneurs and creatives.

The researcher aims to integrate soft power theory and international business by demonstrating
how Amapiano, as a cultural tool, can be leveraged to gain foreign market access. The study will
demonstrate how Amapiano, as a cultural product, creates opportunities for South African
businesses to engage in cross-border activities such as festivals, brand partnerships and global

music streams.

Most soft power literature in the context of cultural industries focuses on the perspectives of
countries such as the United States, South Korea, and Japan (Rabélo Neto et al., 2021). The
study provides a South African, African, and emerging-market perspective by showing how
Amapiano, as a South African genre, can influence the global cultural industry and enhance global

business networks.

Digital platforms have played a key role in democratising access to emerging markets (Yang et
al., 2025). The study aims to extend the literature by demonstrating how digital platforms such as
TikTok and Spotify have enabled cultural entrepreneurs and creatives in the Amapiano sector to
reach global audiences and contribute to South Africa's international image through significant

capital investments or state support.
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Business practitioners’ perspective

The study provides insights into how Amapiano cultural entrepreneurs and creatives can leverage

digital tools and cultural collaborations to expand and reach new global markets and audiences.

The study provides policymakers and governments, such as DTIC and Brand South Africa, with
insights into how they can better support cultural industries as part of national branding and

cultural export strategies.

The study also provides future international business scholars with a foundation for further
research on the relationships among cultural industries, cross-border business activities, and the
influence of global audiences in the context of South Africa, Africa, and emerging markets. The
study provides future scholars with a reference for comparing Amapiano with other global genres

that have been studied as sources of soft power, such as K-pop and Afrobeats.

1.9  Scope of study

The study focuses on the Amapiano ecosystem as a cultural industry embedded in South Africa
yet connected to a network of foreign market stakeholders through touring, festivals,

collaborations, and digital platforms.

This dynamic nature of a cultural ecosystem involves multiple stakeholders such as
entrepreneurs, artists, producers, managers, promoters, labels, distributors, curators, and
platform partners who interact and collaborate to turn the symbolic value created by the creatives
(e.g music, videos and identity) into economic and commercial value (e.g streams, festivals and
brand partnerships). Wang et al. (2020) argue that digital platforms and intermediaries facilitate
these interactions within this ecosystem. The paper examines how Amapiano travels across

borders and contributes to South Africa's soft power and foreign market access.

The study positions South Africa’s Amapiano industry as a cultural ecosystem deeply rooted in
South African music networks, with linkages to global music networks. Locally, these roots are in

places like Soweto and Pretoria, where the genre was founded in township streets.

Globally, it connects with foreign audiences and stakeholders in markets such as the United
Kingdom, Europe, Australia, and the United States of America (Eaby-Lomas, 2025). These
linkages demonstrate that the study had to broaden its scope to foreign markets because digital
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and cultural networks cross borders and enable entrepreneurs and creatives to engage in

business activities there (Hesmondhalgh, 2019).

The study focuses on Amapiano internationalisation, and the global rise between 2019 and
October 2025 has influenced South Africa’s soft power and created foreign-market access for
cultural entrepreneurs and creatives. The study does not measure the full economic impact of the
cultural sector or compare Amapiano with other global cultural industries, such as K-pop and

Afrobeats. Instead, it aims to explore and understand its global rise (Spotify, 2022).

An interpretivist qualitative approach was used to collect the insights and experiences from key
stakeholders during the interviews (Leitch et al., 2010). Data was gathered from individuals in the
Amapiano ecosystem who are behind the internationalisation and global rise of Amapiano. The
study approach was suitable, as the researcher sought to uncover deeper meanings,
experiences, and perceptions of how Amapiano has contributed to South Africa’s global image

and foreign market opportunities.

1.10 Structure of the report

The rest of the report will be organised into six chapters, excluding Chapter One, which covers
the background of the study and its academic and business relevance. Chapter two will examine
the relevant scholarly literature on the topic and the research questions. Chapter three will present

the research questions and the hypothesis that will guide the study.

Chapter four will explain the research design, data collection process and analysis methods. The
Chapter will discuss the broader methodological process the study leveraged. Chapter five will
present the research findings from the interviews and participants. Chapter six discusses the
findings in relation to the literature. Chapter seven concludes the study by highlighting key

insights, limitations, and recommendations derived from the insights extracted in the paper.

This Chapter concludes the background and introduction to the research problem. The next

Chapter presents the literature review.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction to literature

This chapter reviews the theoretical foundation for investigating how Amapiano facilitates soft
power, contributes to South Africa’s cultural visibility in the global cultural community and creates
a pathway for foreign market access. Amapiano, as a South African music genre, exists in the
cultural economy. The cultural economy exists to produce and distribute cultural content, such as
music, film, and art, for economic purposes. Amapiano is relevant to the literature, as it aims to
assess how cultural industries function as a soft power and how those dynamics translate into
foreign markets. The literature seeks to highlight case studies and use cases that demonstrate

this dynamic.

The review is guided by three constructs, (1) soft power, referring to the influence a nation can
exert to foreign countries (Nye, 1990) (2) Amapiano as a cultural product, which sits in the broader
framework of Cultural Industries (Hirsch, 1972; Wang et al., 2020) and (3) digital platforms, which
have functioned as a facilitator for the internationalisation of the genre through global distribution

and audience engagement (Yang et al., 2025).

Together, these three constructs provide a lens for framing and analysing the research questions
and hypotheses. Specifically, the Soft Power Theory and Cultural Industries framework,
augmented by insights from global digital platforms, will serve as the