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Abstract

State-owned enterprises (SOEs) are crucial in the global economy, but often they do not
efficiently contribute to the growth or public services of the country. Therefore, the purpose of
the study was to investigate the management and competitive advantage of South African
SOEs. The study was conducted in the selected South African SOEs, Denel, Alexkor, Eskom,
SAFCOL, Transnet and South African Airways (SAA), in Gauteng Province, South Africa.
Through a quantitative approach, surveying 863 supply chain practitioners working in South
African SOEs in Gauteng province, data was analysed using Statistical Package for Social
Science (SPSS 28.0) and Amos software (28.0). All the proposed relationships are met, with
a P-values below 0.01 and T-statistics above 1, which means they can be considered
accurate. The findings contribute to enhancing the efficiency and proficiency of South Africa's
economy. The limited attention given to this subject in the South African context serves as an
important motivation for undertaking of this study.
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Introduction

Background

SOEs play a crucial role in the economies of many countries and serve as a primary
motive for developing nations to establish them (Madumi, 2018). In the case of South Africa,
SOEs hold significance in carrying out state activities and delivering essential services to the
population (Matsiliza, 2017). By establishing SOEs, the government can effectively manage
and intervene in the country's economy (Mafukata & Musitha, 2018). Private enterprises
alone are unable to cater to the diverse needs of all South African citizens, necessitating
government intervention through the creation of SOEs (Bushe, 2019). Essentially, the state
acts in the interest of the public by offering scarce products and delivering services to society
(Lei & Xu, 2019).
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Problem Statement

Even though SOEs play an important role in the economies of many developed and
developing countries, the maijority fail to be sustainable (Molocwa et al. 2018). South African
SOEs are failing due to mismanagement, debt burdens, underinvestment, depreciation of
assets, corporate governance quagmires and corruption problems, to mention but a few
(Dash, Panda & Kumar, 2018). However, the state keeps injecting them with bailouts to
enable service delivery to the people (Carlson & Bussin, 2020). The enormous debts that
SOEs have incurred pose a serious threat to the economy, and most are failing to deliver the
products and services they are mandated to provide (Mutize & Tefera, 2020). The failure of
SOEs has had a negative impact on the way of life of South Africans by increasing the cost
of the services they provide (Nkosi, 2020).

Research Objectives

The objective of the study is to investigate the relationship between supply chain
management tactics and competitive advantage of South African SOEs.

Literature Review

The literature review discusses the key concepts investigated in this study. The theoretical
framework of this study is outlined from the Administrative Management Theory (AMT). The
AMT is a classic management theory developed by Henry Foyal, based on his personal
experience as a senior manager in 1916, and it is commonly known as the Fayol
administrative theory. Regarding AMT, the study accepts that, because of the dynamic and
competitive business world, South African SOEs need to use the management functions to
their advantage by interlinking all the variables to enhance efficacy within the organisations.

Administrative management theory (ATM)

The study's theoretical framework is rooted in Henri Fayol's Administrative Management
Theory, a seminal management approach developed in 1916 based on Fayol's personal
managerial insights (Yadav, 2020). The theory delineates five pivotal management functions,
including planning, organising, commanding, coordinating and monitoring, along with
fourteen fundamental management principles that underpin effective organisational
management (Greve et al. 2019). In the context of South African SOEs, the study recognises
the enduring applicability of five pivotal management functions and posits that synergising
these principles with innovation, knowledge management, behaviour integration, total quality
management, safety management and supply chain relationship commitment. Thus, the
implementation of five pivotal management functions in SOEs can bolster performance in the
dynamic and competitive business environment (Huang et al. 2019; Greve et al. 2019).

The administrative management theory provides valuable insights and principles that
contribute to the supply chain relationship effectiveness (Yadav, 2020). Through effective
corporate management functions, which are planning, leading, organising and controlling,
SOEs can optimise their supply chain relationship commitment, improve customer
satisfaction and gain a competitive edge (Godwin et al. 2017). By embracing the principles of
administrative management theory, SOEs in South Africa can establish efficient and
responsive supply chain relationships capable of meeting customer demands while reducing
costs and enhancing overall performance (Voxted, 2017).

Competitive management (CA)

CA refers to the attributes or conditions that allow an organisation to outperform its
competitors (Taouab & Issor, 2019). The implementation of a competitive strategy, including
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intensity, dimension, and intelligence, can improve performance through sustaining CA
(Surarchith & Shrivastava, 2021). The more competitors in the market, the more effort put by
SOEs to outperform their competitors by providing goods or services needed by the
customer (Osman et al. 2019). In this way, SOEs are implementing competitive strategies
relevant to a new social, cultural, human, and economic environment (Taoub & Issor, 2029).

Knowledge management (KM)

It is important to SOEs because it enhances the skills and experience an employee needs
to perform the work, although it may not have to exist in physical form (Akram et al. 2020).
Network and communication channels within SOEs should encourage knowledge sharing
and collaboration among employees (Alshanty & Emeagwali, 2019). However, even though
knowledge is not tangible, it can still be measurable. KM defines SOEs and reflects their
organisation’s capacity, technology, structure, culture and acquisition-oriented approach
through storage, distribution, collection, application, and creation of information gained
through experience and competencies (Khan at el. 2019).

Safety management (SM)

It is established by SOEs to prevent risk that could greatly impact a worker’s safety and
health (Martinez-Aires et al. 2018). SOEs’ management commitment to safety is a significant
factor, which contributes to successful safety programmes (Tappura et al. 2017). Hence, the
commitment of management must be visible to employees and demonstrated in both their
behaviour and words (Ye et al. 2020). SM training enables employees to identify hazards in
the workplace and procedures available to prevent, correct and minimise those risks (Haynes
et al. 2020).

Total quality management (TM)

TM is a comprehensive and structured approach to organisational management that seeks
to improve the quality of products and services through continuous improvement, involving all
employees at all levels of the organisation (Zwain et al. 2017). However, for TM to work,
SOEs need to introduce it (Campbell et al. 2021). TM should not be based on inspection, but
on doing the right things at the right time and every time and regularly checking if they have
gone wrong (Liao et al. 2021). It should not be implemented for someone’s agenda except
when SOE customers and clients have specified their agenda (Martin et al. 2021).

Conceptual Framework

A framework is conceptualised after an intense literature review, which highlighted
predicting constructs identified as KM, SM, and TM, followed by outcome constructs, which is
CA.
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Knowledge Management

Safety Management Competitive Advantage

Total Quality Management

Figure 1: Conceptual framework
Source: Own completion

The conceptual model for the study is depicted in Figure 1. This figure illustrates the
position of knowledge management, safety management and total quality management as
predictor variables. The outcome variable is competitive advantage.

Research Methodology

An overview of the research methodology is provided in the research approach, Target
population, and sampling design, as well as procedures for data collection and
instrumentation used in this study.

Research approach

For this study, the quantitative approach is applied, as it can be used with a large sample
that is representative of the population and data that can be collected with ease and
organised using graphs and charts (Hallowell et al. 2020). This method was suitable because
the study involved the testing of hypotheses, suggesting the existence of a relationship
between nine different variables.

Target population and sampling

The study focused on supply chain practitioners working for South African SOEs in
Gauteng Province. In this study, purposive sampling was used to select respondents.
Purposive (judgemental, selective or subjective) sampling is a form of non-probability
sampling, which enables researchers to rely on their own judgement when choosing
respondents (Ames et al. 2019). The non-probability sampling method was chosen due to the
lack of a single sampling frame, which is a list of supply chain practitioners employed in
South African SOEs based in Gauteng Province.

Procedures for data collection and measurement instruments

The study used a quantitative approach with a cross-sectional design to test the
relationship between various constructs using numerical data. The sample consisted of
supply chain practitioners from Gauteng Province's state-owned enterprises. A total of 863
questionnaires were used to analyse data in the study. A survey questionnaire with adapted
measurement scales was used to collect data. The questionnaire was made available both
online and in hard copy. Measurement items on knowledge management were adapted from
Gold et al. (2001), safety management was adapted from Zohar and Luria (2005), and

4
“a




01/2025 International Business Conference | IBC

competitive advantage questions were adapted from Singh, Chen, Del Giudice and El-
Kassar (2019). The measurement scales are built on a five-point Likert scale, with anchors
ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were formulated for the study:

H+: There is a positive and significant relationship between knowledge management and
competitive advantage.

H.: There is a positive and significant relationship between safety management and
competitive advantage.

Hs: There is a positive and significant relationship between total quality management and
competitive advantage.

Ethics

Prior to commencing data collection, the researcher demonstrated a comprehensive
understanding of ethics policy, and the procedures involved in obtaining an ethical clearance
certificate. Following this, the researcher acquired the required ethical clearance certificate,
ensuring compliance with the necessary ethical protocols. The study received approval from
the Faculty Research Ethics Chair and committee.

Results and Findings
In this study, the Statistical Packages for SPSS (28.0) and AMOS (28.0) is used.

Reliability results

To assess the reliability and validity of the research constructs, three tests known as
Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) are
conducted. The results of these tests are reported in Table 1.

Table 1: Scale accuracy analysis.

Research constructs Cronbach’s C.R. AVE Item
alpha test loading
a Value
Knowledge management (KM)
KM1 0.807
KM2 0.806
KM3 0.909 0.928 0.648 0.754
KM4 0.847
KM5 0.798
KM6 0.854
KM7 0.761
Safety management (SM)
SM1 0.885
SM2 0.847
SM3 0.937 0.950 0.761 0.896
SM4 0.856
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SMS 0.868
SM6 0.881
Total quality management (TM)

™1 0.827
TM2 0.883 0.844
TM4 0.911 0.632 0.704
TM5 0.784
TM6 0.822
T™M7 0.780
Competitive advantage (CA)

CA1 0.878
CA2 0.927 0.868
CA3 0.943 0.733 0.866
CA4 0.833
CA5 0.869
CAG6 0.823

KM= knowledge management; SM= safety management; TM= total quality
management; CA= competitive advantage

Source: Own completion

Based on Table 1, all item loadings of the measurement items are acceptable, ranging
from 0.704 to 0.896. To assess the reliability of each construct, the Cronbach’s alpha test and
the CR tests are computed. According to Hulland (1999), the recommended minimum value
is supposed to be 0.7 for both Cronbach’s alpha and CR for measurement scales to be
classified as reliable. All the Cronbach’s alpha values for each research construct range from
0.883 to 0.937. The lowest value is 0.883, which is above the recommended threshold and
indicates a higher degree of internal reliability and consistency of the measures used. CR
values for each research construct ranged from 0.911 to 0.950. The average value extracted
is calculated using the formula proposed by Fornell and Larcker (1981), which recommends
that the AVE value should be greater than 0.5. The AVE values represented ranged from
0.632 to 0.761; therefore, good representation of the latent construct by the items is
authenticated.

Path model outcomes and factor loadings

After approving the reliability and validity of the measurement instruments (reported in
Table 1), the study proceeded to test the proposed hypotheses. Table 3 showcases the
results of hypotheses testing (path modelling).

Table 2: Results of hypotheses testing (path modelling)

Hypothesis | Path P- T- Decision on
Path coefficients (P) Values cEtatlstl hypotheses
KM > 0.328 0.000 7895 S}lpported and
CA significant
SM->CA | H2 0.364 0.049 2270 | Supported and
significant
TM -> CA | H3 0.489 0.000 3.574 | Supported - and
significant
KM= knowledge management; SM= safety management; TM= total quality management; CA= competitive advantage
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Source: Own completion

The T-statistics are all above 2, suggesting a significant relationship, which can be
considered accurate. According to Winship and Zhuo (2020), T-statistics should be above 1
for a relationship to be deemed significant. All the other proposed relationships are met, with
P-values below 0.01 and T-statistics above 1, which means they can be considered accurate.

Results discussion

The results of Hypothesis H1 confirm a significant relationship between KM and CA in
South African SOEs (t = 2.825; p = 0.000). This finding supports the idea that KM is a
strategic resource that enables firms to outperform competitors, as emphasised in the
Resource-Based View (RBV). It also aligns with studies such as Khakpour and Hasani
(2021) and Mat Noor et al. (2021), which position KM as essential to strategic management
and enterprise development. Importantly, when viewed through the lens of AMT, this
reinforces the need for systematic coordination, planning, and control of knowledge
resources across organisational functions. However, in the context of South African SOEs,
practical implementation of KM is often hindered by leadership instability, politicised decision-
making, and a lack of knowledge-sharing culture, highlighting a misalignment between
theoretical ideals and operational realities.

Hypothesis H2 finds a significant relationship between SM and CA (t = 2.270; p = 0.000).
This is in line with the view of SM as a contributor to organisational efficiency and
competitiveness (Buniya et al., 2021). This finding is consistent with prior studies such as
Fernandez-Muhiz et al. (2009), who found that integrated safety systems lead to improved
firm performance, and Vinodkumar and Bhasi (2011), who emphasised the role of
management commitment and employee involvement in strengthening safety outcomes and
organisational effectiveness. From the lens of AMT, SM reflects key principles such as order,
discipline, and clearly defined roles, elements that contribute to structured and efficient
administrative systems. However, the practical application of SM in South African SOEs is
often constrained by poor enforcement of safety protocols, resource limitations, and weak
accountability, which hinder the translation of theoretical benefits into operational
improvements.

Hypothesis H3 supports the significant relationship between TM and CA (t = 3.574; p =
0.000), confirming that TM principles such as continuous improvement and collective
responsibility are statistically linked to organisational success. This resonates with findings
from Sadeghi Moghadam et al. (2021), Marchiori and Mendes, (2020), and Apornak and
Hezaveh (2019). From an AMT, TM reflects the need for a well-structured managerial system
where every employee is involved in implementing quality-enhancing procedures.
Nevertheless, practical challenges in South African SOEs, such as hierarchical rigidity, lack
of staff buy-in, and inadequate feedback mechanisms, can obstruct effective TM application,
thereby weakening its real-world impact despite empirical significance.

Managerial Implications

The results of the study offer important managerial implications for South African SOEs.
The confirmed positive relationships between KM, SM, and TM with CA which suggest that
these practices are not merely supportive functions but strategic levers for improving
organisational performance. Managers must prioritise the institutionalisation of KM systems
to enhance knowledge sharing and decision-making, enforce SM protocols to ensure
operational efficiency and workforce well-being, and promote TM principles to drive
continuous improvement and staff engagement. However, the practical implementation of
these systems remains constrained by leadership instability, politicised decision-making, and
weak organisational cultures. To bridge the gap between theoretical benefits and practical
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outcomes, SOE managers must address systemic governance issues and create enabling
environments that support accountability, participation, and sustained process optimisation.

Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

The three hypotheses (KM, SM, and TM) show a positive influence on CA. However, the
extent to which these findings translate into meaningful practice in South African SOEs is
limited by administrative inefficiencies and systemic governance issues. The results are
theoretically sound and consistent with AMT, which emphasises structure, formalised
processes, and managerial coordination. However, the gap between theory and practical
execution remains a critical area for improvement and further inquiry. Despite the
researcher's efforts to ensure that the study is without flaws, there are several constraints
that must be highlighted for them to be addressed in the future. A substantial expansion of
the scope to all nine provinces in South Africa could have yielded a more informative reading
of results, as SOEs operate in each province. Furthermore, the lack of monitoring during the
questionnaire completion process could be viewed as a significant drawback. The study
underscores the critical role of KM, SM, and TM in CA, suggesting that South African SOEs
possess the foundational elements necessary for strategic success. However, the disconnect
between theoretical insight and practical execution implies that SOEs may struggle to fully
leverage their potential and managerial capital. This highlights the pressing need for
operational reforms and a more enabling governance environment to realise the full benefits
of these strategic management practices. To bridge the gap between theory and practice, it is
recommended that SOEs implement more rigorous internal monitoring and evaluation
systems to ensure that KM, SM, and TM are not only adopted but effectively integrated into
daily operations. Training programmes focusing on change management and administrative
efficiency could help mitigate existing structural barriers.
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