Easy as PIE: Presenting in English. Presentations-1b

Background To Business in South Africa 

Few other countries offer the business visitor the number of apparent contradictions

Few other countries offer the business visitor the number of apparent contradictions that can be found in South Africa. It is difficult to think of another country, anywhere in the world, which contains such a diverse mixture of first world economic infrastructure and third world poverty. Who should South Africans compare themselves and their country to? Do they judge themselves by African economic standards (which makes them a superpower, or by first world yardsticks?)

South African GDP per head of population is relatively low in world terms at around $3, 500 and yet it accounts for about 25% of the total gross domestic product of the whole of Africa and more than 40% of the continent’s total manufacturing output. Thus, South Africa is by far the wealthiest country in Africa and is proud of this fact. It also has a male life expectancy of only 45 years, a growing AIDS epidemic and an economy where 10% of the population accounts for more than half the nation’s income. It is indeed a country of contrast and contradiction.

It is also a country which is undergoing rapid and unprecedented changes, where many of the old structures (both economic and social) have been swept away in a maelstrom of post-apartheid adjustments. What is true in South African business today may not be true tomorrow.

By far the biggest change to have hit South Africa has, of course, been the abolition of the apartheid system and the integration of the majority black population into the mainstream political system. Although the transition from apartheid to the current “Rainbow Nation” status appears from the outside to have been achieved relatively smoothly, it would be nice to believe that there are no longer enormous racial tensions within the country. These racial tensions permeate life and can have a significant impact on the development and maintenance of good business relations. 

South African Business Structures 

Centralisation of power has led to the creation of large, hierarchical and bureaucratic organisations

Until very recently 70% of the market capitalization of the Johannesburg Stock Market was in the hands of just four huge corporations and over 50% of the country’s fixed assets were in government hands. This centralisation of power led to the creation of large, hierarchical and bureaucratic organisations where power was vested at the top.

The post-apartheid governments of Mandela and Mbeki have sought to both reduce the influence of state holdings and to encourage the large, native South African conglomerates to sell off some of their business to local black consortiums. When these changes are coupled with the fact that a great many international operations (who avoided South Africa during the apartheid years) are now actively trading in the country, a much more diverse business landscape is developing.

These changes make it difficult to predict with any great certainty what type of structure your South African counterparts may have embraced. Research is necessary — but if in doubt it is probably still best to assume that hierarchy and bureaucracy will be evident.

One other issue worth mentioning at this point is the power and influence wielded by the Trade Union movement in South Africa. This power is a residual effect of the important role played by the Unions during the years of struggle against apartheid. It is hoped that, as the country develops, union militancy will decrease as the level of labour unrest is often quoted as a break to inward investment. 

South African Management Style 

Be seen to be in command of the facts and the subject matter

Traditional South African business tended towards the accumulation of power and decision-making in the hands of a few senior managers (usually white), with middle managers waiting in line to move up the corporate ladder over time. Post-apartheid, things have started to change — especially under the influence of the myriad of MNC’s which have flocked into the country — with hierarchies breaking down somewhat and younger middle-managers looking to become more proactively involved in decision-making.

Thus the best advice to give is for a manager to be seen to be in command of the facts and the subject matter but to ask for input and opinions from the team. Be authoritative but not authoritarian.

The biggest change to have impacted at middle management level over the last few years has been the introduction of a new cadre of black professionals into most companies. This new breed of managers has been enabled to make corporate progress through the use of “affirmative action” programmes, where companies have actively sought to develop a more representative and racially diverse management team. 

It would, again, be very nice to pretend that these policies of “affirmative action” have been universally well-received amongst existing white management teams and many whites will complain about inappropriate individuals being selected for a particular position simply because of skin colour, rather than ability, knowledge or aptitude. The issue of “affirmative action” is one of the flash points of modern South African business and must be approached with great caution and sensitivity. 

