Business Tourism – Defined by Culture and Heritage

By Pedzi Gozo

South Africa’s BusinessUnusual concept embraces and reflects South Africa’s rich heritage of African traditions and creatively relates them to business methodologies worldwide, writes 

Pedzi Gozo, Practice Head at PR Dynamics on behalf of SA Tourism.

The importance of business tourism in general and its contribution to the global tourism industry is growing in significance, particularly as technological advancements continue to open up new markets and present new business opportunities.

Statistics show that business travellers are indeed good for business. They spend on average three times more than the leisure tourist; up to 40% of them come back to the destination within five years; 18% of them take pre-tour visits; while 22% opt for post tour travel. Business tourism therefore feeds substantially into the leisure tourism industry’s pool, and in response to this trend, South African Tourism, in consultation with the meetings industry, is putting in place a concrete strategy to harness fully the potential of this lucrative sector.

South Africa’s tourism industry has set itself an ambitious business tourism goal, which is to break into ICCA’s (International Congress and Conventions’ Association) top 10 meetings and conferencing destinations worldwide by 2010, and to ensure that at least 10% of all visits to South Africa are for business purposes. 

According to Angeline Lue, General Manager: Business Tourism at  South African Tourism: “In order to achieve this objective, we have to compete with the likes of China, Australia, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom among others – and to do so realistically, we have to offer something new, something different, and something unusual.” 

It was this realisation that inspired the launch of BusinessUnusual in 2005.

BusinessUnusual is a proudly African and distinctly South African ethos and concept. It embraces and reflects the nation’s rich heritage of African traditions and relates them to business methodologies worldwide. It is this differentiator that makes South Africa’s business tourism offering truly unique.

South Africa's remarkable political transition from apartheid rule to democracy has the potential to provide the world with invaluable lessons in creative solutions. Today, as one of the world’s youngest democracies, South Africa boasts a model constitution that guarantees the rights of all its citizens. There is no country that can rival South Africa's proven skills in reaching consensus through negotiation - and for the visionary business person, visiting and experiencing the lessons of conflict resolution and transition in South Africa is a special opportunity which can only be experienced first hand.

“The BusinessUnusual proposition goes beyond the obvious aesthetic attractions of our destination. The business traveller to South Africa is on a journey not just of discovery and personal transformation but is also on one that benefits his/her business bottom line in a profitable way,” Lue explains.

Doing Business the African Way

The BusinessUnusual initiative essentially aims to market a number of South African business concepts and practices that are rooted in African traditions but directly connected to the needs of the modern world. At the core of this ethos lies the tradition of Ubuntu. 

Ubuntu means humanity and a person with Ubuntu, as described by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, is “one who is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel threatened that others are able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when others are humiliated, tortured or oppressed.” 

In the business environment, Ubuntu looks at the role of business within society as a whole, based on the principle that we are who we are through other people, and our actions must reflect this concern for the wider community. It encourages partnerships between business, government, labour and civil society, and allows all four sectors to thrive.

BusinessUnusual in action applies a number of traditional African institutions that enable the principles of Ubuntu to be practiced. 

They are: Indaba - a conference to discuss matters of strategic importance; Imbizo - a meeting of leaders when an important issue needs to be resolved; Bosberaad - conflict resolution where everyone has the same authority; Lekgotla - the solving of problems together with the community.

All of these institutions reinforce the concepts of community participation and respect for all, allowing anyone to contribute creatively towards solving problems that confront us. They allow for sufficient consensus where horizontal rather than authoritarian decision–making is encouraged as the most effective path towards achieving buy–in from everyone concerned. Indeed, this sort of ‘Ubuntu interaction’ may just hold the key to brand loyalty and unleashing staff creativity and commitment.

On a global platform, the values of Ubuntu also provide possible solutions for international businesses seeking to build connections between employees and customers across language and other barriers. Ubuntu is about connectivity and the search for connectivity is what the modern world, through its technological investments and achievements, strives to achieve.

On the other hand, South Africa’s rich natural heritage, biodiversity and close links to wildlife and the bush, make it the ideal spot for revitalising and inspiring retreats and team building efforts.

The Way Forward

“Looking ahead, in order for South Africa to grow its business tourism sector and to understand fully he shifts within the business tourism global industry, we recognise the need to invest in formal research. A study is currently being conducted, and will soon be issued to advise on the size and value of the market and to improve our current marketing intelligence,” says Lue.

A comprehensive research project aimed at establishing the exact growth potential of business tourism in South Africa was also launched this year by the Department of Trade and Industry, which is presently investigating how better to understand high-growth niche tourism segments, opportunities and current supply of product in South Africa. The study will also highlight best practice case studies on the institutional management of business tourism activity across the globe.

In the meantime, the successful rollout of South Africa’s BusinessUnusual brand depends on the destination’s ability to offer the correct product mix. “This will require co-operation and structured consultation with relevant partners and stakeholders from the business and tourism sectors at national, provincial and metropolitan level. It also entails new tourism offerings and / or the re-packing of existing product to ensure they take into cognisance the BusinessUnusual principles and encapsulate these principles in a definitive and fundamental way. Because our concept can be truly realised in a meaningful and profitable manner once we walk the talk – and get down to business,” Lue concludes.
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