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By now we’ve all thought about what it means to celebrate 
20 years of democracy. We’ve pined for South Africa’s 
miracle transition and lamented the present-day ills 
of corruption and lingering inequality that pollute our 

good story. As the dust settles in the wake of a much 
anticipated, yet disappointingly predictable, 

general election, thoughtful leaders have a more 
difficult problem. Their task is to think about 
leading strategically during Zuma’s second 
term. What do we do next? As a business – are 
you planning  your next move? 

Domestic economic growth remains 
lacklustre with the ripples of labour unrest 

in the mining sector still making their 

PLanning YOUr 
neXt MOve?

Words Marius Oosthuizen

South Africa has had 20 years of democracy: what now? How will the challenge of strategic leadership unfold during President 
Zuma’s second term?

way through the system. Continued rapid growth in China 
seems unlikely as they attempt the difficult shift to a consumer 
economy. Stagnation in Europe and only marginal improvement 
in the United States confirm that the global system is likely 
to remain in a low growth trajectory for a few years to come. 
Given South Africa’s ties to export markets and dependence 
on commodity demand, our domestic options remain limited. 
Internal constraints, such as poor labour skills and lack of state 
capacity, due to the systemic nature of these issues, will take a 
long time to change. 

Leaders have to date responded to these obstacles by either 
pointing fingers or jumping ship and investing abroad, neither of 
which will address the strategic challenge before business over 
the next two decades. 
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DOING BUSINESS UNUSUAL 
It’s no secret that South African businesses have benefited 
massively from the “peace dividend” of transition. With the 
limitations of sanctions removed in the 1990s, business leaders 
quickly harnessed the new growth prospects in Africa and 
beyond. Think of the successes of MTN on the continent and 
how Dimension Data, Barloworld, Naspers and Anglo American 
repositioned themselves to reap the benefits of global exposure. 
There is no doubt that the first two decades of democracy were 
profitable. These successes may lure us into thinking that we can 
have more of the same. However, the global realities and local 
constraints are now drastically different. A mere business-as-
usual continuation of these strategies will not succeed. If we have 
learnt anything from the platinum industry’s perilous state over 
the last two years, it has been that global demand and the reliance 
on historic solutions to domestic fault-lines are not enough to 
sustain good returns. 

The arrival of Jacob Zuma in the presidency signalled a sea change 
in the political economy of South Africa. With Zuma’s second 
term now assured, this change is about to become more visible. 
While Zuma grabbed the presidency through a pro-poor, pro-
labour narrative, he essentially toed the line of the pro-business 
policies of his predecessor, Thabo Mbeki. This is about to change. 
The assurances of “accelerated economic transformation” 
promised now by the likes of Minister Malusi Gigaba, signal a 
commitment from government to take a stronger anti-business 
posture in an attempt to serve the so-called working class and 
the poor. Tensions in the alliance, temporarily appeased, will 
resurface to strengthen a drift towards this change. This is likely 

to be perceived by business as more bad news and another reason 
to look north of the border for growth and opportunities for 
return on investment. With all the talk about a ministry for small 
business, the fact is that mounting pressure at local level for 
service delivery will quickly drain any energy government might 
have for this issue and derail policymakers’ dreams of giving birth 
to a budding SME sector. In reality, the bulk of South Africans are 
neither going to develop an overnight appetite, nor the aptitude, 
to start and run businesses. Millions will continue to look to the 
state for a hand-up out of drudgery and to the formal sector for 
the ever-elusive ‘jobs’ they had hoped democracy would bring. 

A NEW REALITY IN THE RAINBOW NATION 
A clash of worldviews is likely to emerge between 
government and business, given the direction in which 
President Zuma is about to take the country, under 
the auspices of the so-called “national democratic 
revolution” and the National Development Plan 
(NDP). This will take the form of a ‘developmental 
state’ meddling in the affairs of business in 
the name of transformation, while a profit-
minded business community will all too 
predictably place vested interests at the 
centre of their strategy conversation. The 
alternative, an option that is neither easy 
nor obvious, is a co-ordinated effort where 
both parties consider the other a valuable 
partner in serving their primary and mutual 
stakeholder, the public. 

tensions in the 
alliance, temporarily 
appeased, will resurface . . .”
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As we are seeing, at the heart of this issue lies the relationship 
between business and government. A survey of global examples 
reveals that this is not a new challenge confronting developing 
countries. In China, the strident state has achieved mind-
boggling co-ordination in the economy, but has done so by 
turning the iconic Tiananmen Square into a tightly controlled 
space. Relations between government and business are at 
best strained and at worst oppressive. This, of course, breeds 
corruption among an intertwined elite. As a friend from Hong 
Kong explained, “the recent corruption clampdown is less about 
corruption and more a signalling of a change in dynasty”. Turkey, 
on the other hand, took a different route. An awkward mix of 
secularism and democratic idealism has seen Taksim Square 
in Istanbul turned into a contested space where business may 
question the rules of the game from time to time, but government 
referees with a heavy hand. Again, the rot of corruption is rife 
and stems from the highest office. Closer to home, Zimbabwe’s 
Market Square became largely vacated as political expedience 
trumped economic pragmatism over the last few years. While 
growth may return to our neighbour, there is a strong sense that 
business in Zim is really business with the regime. A recipe that is 
fraught with dangers. A final example is that of Martyr’s Square in 
Tripoli, Libya. Decades of state dominance eventually produced 
an occupied space where disillusioned citizens are today left to 
build their country from the ground up in a post-revolution void. 
South Africa can learn from, but does not have to repeat, any of 
these stories. 

As the state here props itself up and asserts itself over the next 
few years under the banner of a “capable state”, business has 
a choice of how it will respond. It could either point fingers, 
jump ship, or step up and lead. The fraternity enjoyed between 
business chambers and the governments of Mandela and that of 
Mbeki’s early years is no more and will not re-emerge as some 

hope. Instead, business-government relations are about to 
become charged. Roles will be unclear and trust will be elusive. 
Some will call it a crisis. Leaders with the insight to absorb the 
contextual drivers of this dynamic and the foresight to anticipate 
its necessity in our national evolution, will look beyond the short 
term and strategically navigate the next set of unavoidable perils, 
an expected part of the turbulent currents of business in a young 
democracy at the tip of Africa. 

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR BUSINESS? 
While these challenges are daunting and likely to remain, 
they represent an opportunity for business. South Africa, in 
all its peculiarity, has seen notable key competencies emerge 
in the formal sector. Many of our businesses are world-class 
and compete successfully across the globe. As complex and 
deep-seated as our domestic challenges are, business has the 
know-how to solve them and make a profit while doing so. This, 
however, requires a rather drastic paradigm shift among strategic 
leaders and captains of industries that are the custodians of the 
economy. 

In a recent conversation with Dr Edward Freeman, author of the 
book, A Stakeholder Approach to Strategic Leadership, who is 
widely seen as the father of stakeholder theory, he explained 
that business leaders today still have it wrong when it comes 
to the relationship between their business and the society in 
which they operate. He explained that stakeholder engagement 
is not a fancy add-on needed by businesses in today’s consumer-
sensitive environment. No, he insisted, “Stakeholders are the 
business model”. In other words, when business sets out to 
create a product or service, it is the needs and wants of the 
stakeholders that business considers. Only, this act is popularly 
called “innovation”. So too, throughout the value chain, success 
depends on stakeholders being satisfied and co-ordinated in 

Economic Freedom Fighters' (EFF) leader, Julius MalemaFormer President Thabo Mbeki and Mrs Zanele Mbeki
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their participation in the process. Without their stakeholder 
satisfaction and co-operation, business simply would not 
function. Finally, in the delivery of a profitable outcome, business 
rewards not only the shareholders but every stakeholder for 
their ‘investment’ in the process of trade. Employees get their 
wages and customers enjoy the benefits of the product of service 
made available to them. Corporate citizenship, in this view, is not 
merely about ‘doing no harm’, but involves actively seeking ways 
of leveraging a firm’s core competence to ‘do good’. This, in some 
instances, may take the firm beyond the frontiers of their current 
value proposition and into an arena of profitable value creation 
that would not otherwise have occurred to them in their ordinary 
strategy conversations about so-called ‘new markets’.  Such an 
approach disarms the state from the typical criticisms levelled 
against business and counters its justifications for interference in 
the market. 

AN ALTERNATIVE WAY FORWARD
So what would a successful strategy during Zuma’s second term 
consist of? Well, for one, it would take a long-term view. Strategy 
that does not invest long term is void of the risk appetite crucial 
to operating in emerging market contexts. If you want to do 
business in this environment, suck it up and think it through, 
then plan beyond the immediate horizon. Secondly, take an 
integrated view of the landscape, the players involved and the 
demands of all stakeholders. A business whose strategy seeks 
to avoid these contextual demands will find itself exposed to the 
criticism levelled against a private sector increasingly seen to be 
self-absorbed and only self-serving. Finally, take a developmental 
view of the market you serve. While businesses in developed 
countries have the luxury of delivering value to demanding 
consumers, businesses in developing countries are faced with 
untapped consumer markets that consist of desperate citizens. 
Businesses that have a developmental value inherent in their 

business model embedded in their strategy and in the products 
and services they deliver, will find themselves in a much more 
secure position. Ask yourself, how does your business contribute 
to the development of people’s quality of life and upward 
mobility?  

The strategic leadership required of South African business in the 
next 20 years should be marked by active corporate citizenship. 
At times, this will stretch decision-makers and boards beyond 
their preconceptions of the role of business and necessitate 
domestic diplomacy in order to foster mutuality between diverse 
and demanding interest groups. The nature of meagre global 
demand coupled with slow changes in domestic fault lines will 
create and sustain this environment for the medium term. The 
strategic question then, before business, is: “how can business 
use its assets, intellectual and otherwise, to transform South 
Africa into a more successful and equitable nation?” If this 
happens, we will all win in the long run. The leaders who find the 
answer to this question will be the ones who enjoy the spoils. 

        . . . business-
government 
relations are about 
to become charged.”

Newly re-elected President Jacob Zuma arrives for the inauguration and swearing-in ceremony  
for his second term

Chief Justice Mogoeng Mogoeng swearing in Deputy President Cyril Ramaphosa

To view video: www.gibs.co.za/acumen/oosthuizennextmove




