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Introduction

In the first article published on competitive intelligence (CI) in South Africa (Muller 1999),
it was stated that globalization had brought about a need for better information and, more
importantly, a need for the ability to translate information into knowledge and to link that
knowledge to decision-making and strategy. Several factors led to the rise of Cl as a tool to
enhance strategic and, to a lesser extent, tactical decision making, including the quest for
global competitiveness.

It is perhaps apt to revisit the state of Cl in 2005 and assess how it is used, to what extent and
in particular, whether CI has led to South Africa becoming more competitive as a country. Is
there indeed still a case for Cl and can it be said that a certain level of maturity has been
reached? Or should one speak of pockets of competitive excellence rather than viewing
competitiveness in more general terms?

Much has been written over the past few years on CI in South Africa, how companies
conduct ClI and how the discipline has developed over the past 20 years. In this article the
author reviews competitiveness in a broad sense and explores competitiveness issues and
challenges in South Africa.

Africa, South Africa and competitiveness

Is South Africa competitive? This is the question asked in an article published by the Icon
Group (Marketresearch.com 2002). With the globalization of markets, the increased mobility
of corporate assets and the need for productive human resources, this question has become
all the more complex to answer. The people factor in competitiveness is often ignored when
assessing the competitiveness of South Africa and this is where Cl could come into play.
Even with the best systems and business intelligence tools, CI will be a wasted effort if the
people factor is ignored. In many instances, people's cooperation, participation and unique
insights and knowledge make the difference between competitiveness and the lack thereof.

Overall, South Africa seems unable to improve its position in the global competitiveness
rankings in the World Economic Forum's (WEF's) Global Competitiveness Report 2005
(WEF 2005), dropping a position from the previous year and unable to improve beyond its
position over the past number of years. Tunisia, in 40th position, is the only African country
to rank higher than South Africa. While South Africa's macroeconomic policies were praised
in the latest report, it fell one place in the overall rankings mainly because of the business



community's concern about crime and the country's tardiness in adopting new information
technologies (Business Day 2005). According to the WEF, South Africa also needs to
strengthen its effort 'to raise the levels of training and skills of the labour force'.

From a competitiveness viewpoint, South Africa, being part of Africa, also poses a number
of challenges. The development and competitiveness challenges facing South Africa are
similar to the ones most other African countries are facing. Although the World Bank
President, Paul Wolfowitz, on a visit to South Africa said there is a real ‘'can do' attitude in
Africa, some real competitiveness challenges are facing South Africa (World Bank 2005).
These include HIV/Aids, the impact of negative perceptions (corruption, skills shortages),
poverty, distance from markets and skewed economic development.

In the executive summary to the Global competitiveness report (WEF 2004), Ernesto
Hernandez-Caté of the Paul Nitze School of Advanced International Studies at the Johns
Hopkins University wrote that there are a number of reasons for Africa's dismal performance
which include expensive investment goods, low levels of education, poor health, adverse
geography, relatively closed economies, too much public expenditure, HIVV/Aids and
devastating armed conflicts. Other challenges include corruption, the absence of rule of law,
undisciplined fiscal policies, poor infrastructure and low investment. Furthermore, except for
South Africa, few African countries are significantly involved in international trade. Trade
participation has been hindered by insufficient education and skills, by the high 'transaction
costs' of transportation and communications and sometimes by over-valued exchange rates.
All these factors have played a role in eroding the competitive position of African exporters
and producers.

In the lead article to this Africa Competitiveness Report, "The economic tragedy of the
twentieth century: growth in Africa’, Elsa Artadi and Xavier Sala-i-Martincharacterize
Africa's dismal growth performance after decolonization as 'the worst economic tragedy of
the 20th century’, with most sub-Saharan countries in a state of greater poverty now than they
were when they became independent. The authors provide quantitative evidence to back their
statements. Per capita GDP in sub-Saharan Africa is now US$200 lower than in 1974, a
decline of 11% over a quarter of a century. During this same period the rest of the world was
growing at an average annual rate of 2%.

One of the central components of the Global competitiveness report is theGrowth
Competitiveness Index (GCI). It is designed to measure the condition of an economy and its
propensity to achieve sustained economic growth in the medium to long term. It comprises
the public institutions index, the technology index and the macroeconomic environment
index. Botswana's top position in the GCI (see Table 1) stems from the country achieving the
highest scores in terms of the state of its public institutions and the condition of its
macroeconomic environment. Tunisia also scores relatively well in terms of its quality of
public institutions and its macroeconomic environment. In terms of technology, however, the
rankings show some room for improvement. South Africa's excellent position of first place in
the technology index is a reflection of its advanced position in terms of technological
progress and its capacity to innovate and compete in the global market.

Table 1 Growth competitiveness index (GCI)
Rank [Rank  [Score
1 |Botswana 36 4.54
2 Tunisia 38 4.49
3 South Africa 42 4.37
4 [Mauritius 46 4.12
5 Namibia 52 3.99




6 Gambia 55 3.93
7 Egypt 58 3.84
8 [Morocco 61 3.77
) Tanzania 63 3.49
10 Ghana 71 3.46
11 Algeria 74 3.39
12 [Malawi 76 3.36
13 Senegal 79 3.34
14 |[Uganda 80 3.25
15 [Kenya 83 3.21
16 Nigeria 87 3.10
17 Zambia 88 3.10
18 Cameroon 01 2.98
19 Ethiopia 92 2.92
20 [Mozambique 93 2.91
21 [Madagascar 96 2.85
22 Zimbabwe 97 2.84
23 [Mali 99 2.79
24 Angola 108 2.60
25 Chad 101 2.31
Source: Africa Competitiveness Report 2004

Early days of ClI

Cl really took root in South Africa in the mid 1990s and early 2000s. While there are a
myriad companies only now starting to take better cognizance of their external competitive
environment, it is also true that many companies and institutions in all industries have
developed sophisticated CI capabilities and are moving beyond the implementation and
refining phases into recognizing CI for its true purpose, that is, as a constant radar on the
lookout for opportunities and threats, a tool to enhance company knowledge and promote
innovation and a constant input in strategic decision making.

Level of Cl in SA companies: 2004

The current level of CI can at best be described as higher than about five years ago but with
pockets of excellence rather than generally more sophisticated and formal CI. In a study into
the CI practices of South African companies (Viviers, Saayman and Muller 2004), it was
found that large South African companies, especially those active in the manufacturing
sector, showed an improvement in the level of Cl applied since 1999. While the 1999 survey
(Muller 1999) indicated negligible levels of Cl being conducted in South Africa, the Viviers
survey showed that CI is more common in South African companies than it was in 1999.
However, the results indicate that CI is still mostly practiced part-time in South Africa and
that it resides mostly within the marketing department (in other words it is not company-
wide at a strategic level). Encouragingly, CI develops with the focus on the right sources of
information, namely people, on the right targets (not only on competitors), and on the right
actions (not just collecting, but also interpreting information). In most cases key executives,
such as the chief operating officer or the chief executive officer accept the final responsibility
for ClI, indicating the growing importance of this discipline within South African companies.

Concerning the level of Cl implementation, the study concludes that South African
companies are not as developed yet in CI as their North American and European
counterparts. The study did however indicate some positive factors including
acknowledgement by senior management that CI can be used to create a competitive



advantage and that it is a legitimate and necessary activity for increasing their intelligence
and knowledge of their competitive environment.

In general, results show that South African companies are not yet as well equipped to
conduct good CI practices as their counterparts in the United States, Japan, Sweden, France,
Israel and others (Kahaner 1996).

There is a general acknowledgment among South African business persons that in order to
survive, let alone prosper, in a changed competitive environment, they will have to take a
new view of that environment. The value of knowledge building and pooling to secure a
competitive edge over competitors that have access to very much the same information is
recognized. It follows that by conducting CI effectively, these factors can be addressed and
could put companies on the road of recovery and higher profits.

Experience from a consulting viewpoint has shown that instead of embarking on a road of
implementing comprehensive CI systems in companies, companies are rather opting for
outsourcing many aspects of CI (most notably gathering data and information and tracking
and scanning of the competitive environment) and are conducting CI on a part-time, ad hoc
manner. It goes without saying that the need for CI remains vast. That CI will grow and
become more institutionalized is beyond doubt.

Prescott (1999) provides a description of how the leading-edge companies of the future will
use ClI:

"The CI process within a multinational company is institutionalized on a worldwide basis
although there is local responsiveness. The vast majorities of the employees appreciate the
value of CI and participate in the process including counter-intelligence efforts. Data analysis
is extensive with qualitative input often dominating quantitative data. The intelligence is
integrated directly into strategic decisions often through sophisticated information systems.
Top management uses Cl as one of the ways it shapes the future of the organization and
considers it an integral part of the learning organization. A key component of the companies
of the future is that managing behavioural dimensions of CI becomes critical. While
collection and analysis are important, how organizations mobilize the informal CI process
will determine their effectiveness.'

Conclusion

South Africa and its companies and industries continue to face a number of competitiveness
challenges and CI is one activity that could improve competitiveness.

While awareness of the importance of Cl is wide, it is still not practiced optimally. From a
country perspective, the need for creating awareness of the benefits of Cl is equally
important. Awareness creation has been done with success in other countries through the co-
operation between media advocacy, workshops, training organizations, academic courses as
well as full support and participation of CI activities by the government. To enhance South
Africa's competitiveness through the more effective use of Cl, this cooperation model is
highly recommended. This might prove to be one of the building blocks to improving
Africa's overall competitiveness.
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