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ecently, the call for African industrialisation 
has been louder across the continent, 
including among policymakers. Even the  

UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) 
recently reported that African politicians have been 
exploiting the benefits of industrialisation in promising 
prosperity, new jobs, and better incomes for their 
voters. Yet, the continent remains significantly less 
industrialised than Europe, Asia, and North and 
South America. The African manufacturing sector’s 
contribution to the continent’s gross domestic 
product (GDP) even declined from 12% in 1980 to 
11% in 2013, where it currently remains. However, 
the continuous growth and development of African 
countries such as Nigeria depend on their capacity 
to use knowledge effectively, so as to succeed in  
this new age of industrialisation. This paper refers  
to Africa as one of the world’s continents and  
explores the importance of knowledge creation  
and application in pursuing African industrialisation. 

African manufacturing industrialisation 
Why does Africa’s industrial development 

remain slow? In their study of sources of slow 
growth in African economies, Sachs and Warner 
(1997) identified poor economic policies, a lack of 
openness to international markets and geographical 
issues such as a lack of access to the sea, and 
tropical climate as contributing factors. Sachs and 
Warner further claimed that Africa’s poor economic 
policy choices are influenced by colonial legacy, 
ethnic divisions, and a higher dependence on natural 
resources. African leaders’ reluctance to take bold 
economic policies, including the fear of antagonising 
donors and investors, and a blurred development 
vision, contribute to Africa’s slow growth. However, 
Timmer et al. (2019) observed that the theory of 
Africa de-industrialising is supported by declining 
shares of manufacturing outputs and employment. 
In another study, Meagher (2016) argued that the 
slow growth of African manufacturing industries  
is partly due to a lack of skill specialisation and 
limited collaboration with academic research and 
development centres like universities and similar 
institutions. Subsequently, Gaviria-Marin et al. (2019) 
put forward the notion that few studies have focused 
on knowledge management in emergent nations, 
particularly in Africa. For example, all African countries 
scored less in knowledge creation and diffusion in the 
Global Innovation Index.

By contrast, Newfarmer et al. (2019) claim that 
manufacturing is no longer essential to achieving 

R economic growth and development. The authors 
stated that developing countries like those of Africa 
should adopt other methods, focusing on industries 
with similar economic characteristics such as 
information and technology, and tourism. They 
imply that manufacturing-led development cannot 
be achieved anymore in low-income countries like 
those in Africa. Therefore, developing countries 
should pursue structural adjustment with less 
emphasis on manufacturing industrialisation. Signé 
and Johnson (2018) disagreed, claiming that a 
different story of the African manufacturing sector 
unfolds, compared to its manufacturing size. For 
example, the total value-added in manufacturing 
almost tripled from US$66 billion in 1998 to about 
US$201.28 billion in 2015. ‘Business-to-business 
spending in manufacturing in Africa is projected to 
reach $666.3 billion by 2030, $201.28 billion more 
than in 2015’ (Signé & Johnson, 2018, p.2).

Naudé (2018) argues that, despite 
pessimism about the prospects for manufacturing 
in Africa, industrialisation was indeed the answer 
when Western countries and some Asian countries 
were experiencing similar demographic pressures. 
African countries such as Nigeria, Morocco, Kenya, 
Ghana and South Africa need sustainable ‘industrial 
policies like other industrialised nations like China 
with its “Made in China 2025,” Germany with its 
“Industry 4.0,” the US with its “Strategy for American 
Innovation,” and the UK with its “Building our 
Industrial Strategy’ (Naudé, 2018, p.154). However, 
some African countries like Ethiopia, Rwanda, Ghana 
and Tanzania have embraced sound industrialisation 
policies, investor-friendly developmental policies 
under which the government controls, manages,  
and regulates economies in order to attract foreign 
investors. Nonetheless, more effort is expected  
from other nations’ policymakers as well, to achieve 
African industrialisation.

Although many factors are cited in the literature 
as negatively impacting Africa’s industrialisation,  
the cause of the slow growth can be attributed  
mainly to African leaders’ inability to take bold 
economic policies like their American and European 
counterparts. African nations’ manufacturing 
industries could improve performance by developing 
knowledge-sharing and shared experience, reflecting 
their organisational learning capability. For example, 
in collaboration with some universities, the UK 
government is already researching the UK 
manufacturing sector’s future in 2050, and how 
manufacturing will adapt faster to physical and 
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intellectual infrastructures to exploit technology 
changes. According to Signé and Johnson (2018), 
industrialisation can transform any nation. After 
all, it transformed countries like the United States 
of America, Japan, Germany, France, Italy, and 
the United Kingdom into the world’s wealthiest 
nations through manufacturing. Africa too has the 
resources and workforce to join the industrialisation 
race towards the upliftment of its general society.

Knowledge management in African 
manufacturing

This paper defines knowledge management 
(KM) as ’a holistic solution incorporating a variety 
of perspectives, namely people, process, culture 
and technology perspectives, all of which carry 
equal weighting in managing knowledge’ (Du 
Plessis & Boon, 2004, p.74) in fulfilling numerous 
functions in the innovation realm, such as creating 
a conducive organisational environment that 
encourages innovation.

Knowledge can be implicit or explicit. Tacit 
knowledge plays a decisive role in innovation. 
Organisations build innovation capability through 
tacit knowledge-sharing, learning from their 
practices (learning-from-doing effect) so as to 
become more competitive. Tan and Wong (2015), 
in a study linkage between knowledge management 
and manufacturing performance, claim that tacit 
and explicit knowledge are quickly disseminated 
within an organisation via knowledge-sharing and 
transfer facilitated through informal and formal 
interactions among the organisations’ stakeholders, 
especially its employees. Gold et al.’s (2001) theory 
is that KM capability is acquired through knowledge 
acquisition, conversion, application, and protection. 

KM consists of enablers and processes (Gold 
et al., 2001). The application of knowledge processes 
in manufacturing industries depends on the factors 
referred to as KM enablers. According to Syed-Ikhsan 
and Rowland (2004), among the enablers of  
KM, human resources top the list. In a contrasting 
view, Gold et al. (2001) argue that infrastructure 
classified into technological, cultural, and structural 
infrastructure plays a more important role in KM in 
organisations. The absence of KM enablers affects 
the application of knowledge in product 
manufacturing and management.

 Disciplines

In the literature, manufacturing is defined 
mainly as the transformation of raw materials  
into goods, for example, as: ‘the making of 
products from raw materials using various 
processes, equipment, operations and manpower 
according to a detailed plan that is cost-effective 
to generate income through sales’ (Scallan, 2003, 
p.3). The numerous definitions in the literature  
of manufacturing refer primarily to converting 
raw materials, including parts, into products 
according to certain specifications in order to 
satisfy customer needs. This paper argues that the 
definition of manufacturing as the transformation 
of input (raw materials) into output (goods) 
understates the role of data, information and 
knowledge. Therefore, for the purpose and scope 
of this paper, manufacturing is defined as: 

a process that enables manufacturing 
organisations to generate revenue by 
combining knowledge management and 
resources to purposefully transform 
customer needs into tangible products 
and intangible services for sale at a price 
that satisfies customer preferences.
Other knowledge-management activities that 

add value to product creation and delivery include 
information technology, software development, 
research, design, marketing, and logistics. As a result, 

the present paper’s definition of manufacturing  
is more appropriate, as it covers all the operations 
involved in creating products and services.

This paper adopts the perspective that 
manufacturing ability can determine a country’s 
wealth and prosperity, based on the existing 
disparity between countries with advanced 
manufacturing processes, known as developed 
countries. In contrast, those with not much 
manufacturing ability are called underdeveloped 
nations. Nations depend on manufacturing to 
create wealth, enabling health services, education, 
transport, entertainment, telecommunication and 
manufacturing. Therefore, a healthy manufacturing 
industry is vital to the well-being of a nation and 
its inhabitants. Moreover, industrial products form 
the fabric of civilisation, because a country 
without manufacturing capacity runs the risk of 
social and economic decline.
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Human resources 
knowledge contributes 
to organisational 
intellectual property. The 
intangible factors that 
can hinder or promote 
African manufacturing 
productivity and affect the 
capability to adopt new 
technologies include a lack 
of desirable employability 
skills that hinder innovative 
production methods

Knowledge-Based Theory versus  
Resource-Based Theory  

Wernerfelt (1984) considered knowledge 
to be the most strategic resource of an organisation. 
According to this author, knowledge and 
competence form the foundation of organisation 
competitiveness and performance. Knowledge  
is rooted and inherent in many entities such as 
documents, organisational culture, policies, routines 
and systems (ibid.). This perception was initially 
promoted as the foundation of the organisation 
resource-based view.  

Notwithstanding that this view recognised  
that knowledge bases enable organisations to 
achieve a competitive advantage, some scholars of 
the knowledge-based view argue that the resource-
based perspective is similar to the knowledge-based 
view. Explicitly, knowledge is considered as a vast 
resource instead of one with unique characteristics 
as in the resource-based view. Therefore, there is no 
distinction between the various types of knowledge-
based capabilities. In the knowledge-based view, 
information technologies play a vital role in creating, 
improving, and accelerating large-scale intra- and 
inter-organisational knowledge management. 
‘Knowledge resources, KM processes and KM factors 
have significant and direct effects on manufacturing 
performance’ (Tan & Wong, 2015, p.814).

The key drivers of the African  
manufacturing sector 

Human resources and intellectual properties  
are crucial economic growth and manufacturing 
investment drivers according to the Global 
Manufacturing Competitiveness Index Survey. 
Organisations use their knowledge resources to 
pursue business objectives. As argued by Syed-Ikhsan 
and Rowland (2004), human capital is a crucial asset 
capable of generating and managing knowledge  
that helps enhance productivity; knowledge as capital 
is intrinsic in the workforce and not the organisation. 
Also, employee competencies determine the 
organisations’ capability to realise competitive 
advantage. Therefore, human resources knowledge 
contributes to organisational intellectual property. The 
intangible factors that can hinder or promote African 
manufacturing productivity and affect the capability 
to adopt new technologies include a lack of desirable 
employability skills that hinder innovative production 
methods. Thus, exploiting intangible assets can be as 
productive as managing physical assets (Davenport  
& Prusak, 1998). Accordingly, for African 
industrialisation through manufacturing, matching 
intangible assets with tangible physical assets can 
enhance performance. Therefore, both tangible and 
intangible assets are necessary to achieve an African 
manufacturing competitive advantage. 

Regarding the role of workforce skills in 
African industrialisation, highly skilled workers  
can be considered the organisation’s most 
valuable and unique assets. Imagine a specialist 
technician with more than twenty-five years of 
knowledge and experience retiring or leaving. 
What a significant loss to the organisation if there 
is no proper knowledge documentation. Effective 
knowledge management enables manufacturers 
to provide a structured and repeatable approach 
to identifying knowledge gaps, untapped 
knowledge and avoid reinventing the wheel. 
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Therefore, good knowledge management of 
knowledge assets, linked to the organisation’s 
physical assets, enhances manufacturing 
performance (Davenport & Prusak, 1998).

In terms of organisational infrastructure  
and technology, Hill (1987) classified knowledge 
management in manufacturing strategy into two 
parts, structure and infrastructure. While structures 
refer to process and technology—the design, 
development and implementation of manufacturing 
strategy, infrastructure covers human resources 
policies, organisational culture, IT and quality systems. 
The author argues that infrastructure strengthens  
the structure and that organisational infrastructure 
and technology play an essential part in the practice 
of KM in an organisation. Today, technology-based 
communication systems have facilitated information 
searching, storing, updating, accessing, and retrieving 
KM infrastructures. They enable knowledge-sharing 
activities such as information research in the 
organisation. Therefore, KM infrastructures are  
vital in African manufacturing industrialisation for 
communication and collaboration in searching for  
a new product or for process development-knowledge. 
African manufacturing organisations can use 
innovative infrastructures to implement KM in order to 
coordinate production processes and collaborate with 
all organisation stakeholders to facilitate their business 
objectives. Knowledge management infrastructures 
enable accessible information-sharing through formal 
and informal employees interactions that enhance 
knowledge creation and application. 

Generally, the assumption is that knowledge 
acquisition provides problem-solving solutions for 
manufacturing. Nonetheless, knowledge acquisition 
without a sound understanding of how to 
implement it leads to implementation failure.  
African manufacturing organisations can gain more 
knowledge by accumulating facts and data from 
past problem-solving experiences, projects, training, 
product research and development. The acquisition 
of experience through learning boosts an 
individual’s capability to make decisions and take 
action. Since knowledge is the combination of 
information and expertise, African manufacturing 
organisations can form a culture of using knowledge 
management to provide their workforce with the 
ability to utilise processes previously adopted to 
solve similar problems. Thus, African manufacturers 
can effectively create, share, apply, and protect 
knowledge to overcome environmental uncertainties 
by improving manufacturing performance. 

Knowledge enhances organisational 
performance. Since individual knowledge evolves 
continuously, organisational knowledge evolves too, 
because of the prominent role of human capacity 
and environmental circumstances, specifically culture. 
African manufacturers must identify the vital factors 
that enhance knowledge creation and sharing  
in internal and external collaborations among 
organisational stakeholders in order to meet customer 
needs. The process of knowledge sharing plays  
an essential role in converting personal or group 
knowledge into organisational knowledge. The  

African manufacturing industry’s knowledge-creation 
capacity can depend on its workforces’ employability 
skills, conducive workplace, and prevailing innovation 
environment. 

Many foreign direct investments (FDI) are 
concentrated in a few countries. Figure 1 shows 
that most African manufacturing production 
companies are in South Africa, Egypt, Nigeria and 
Morocco. Some African governments are making 
significant strides in promoting regional clusters 
and special zones (SEZ) to attract more foreign 
investments (FDI) that will positively impact on 
technology transfer that is essential for productive 
transformation. McKinsey Global Institute (2016) 
has reported that the manufacturing sector would 
be driven by increasing networks between African 
countries and the rest of the world, with its rapidly 
growing consumer markets in the coming years.  

Signé and Johnson (2018) point out that 
Africa needs achievable and reliable single market 
policies that are vital for the continent’s progress 
and industrialisation. Africa is still moving too 
slowly towards a single market, even though the 
African Continental Free Trade Agreement was 
unveiled in Kigali, Rwanda, in March 2018. 
However, Africa’s quest for a single market 
through the Organisation of African Union (OAU) 
dates back to 1963. There is certainly a need for  

FIGURE 1 The importance of an African single market (World Development Indicators, 2017)
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a functional African Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA) like the European Community. This could 
offer the African continent a key industrialisation 
strategy, a single customs union for the free 
movement of goods and services, including 
people and capital. The AfCFTA, compared to  
the European Union or the USA, would have the 
capacity to foster a competitive manufacturing 
sector and boost African economic development 
by creating a continental free market, an African 
common market (Signé & Johnson, 2018). If 
successfully implemented, the free-trade area 
would outsize any existing trade area, including 
countries with 55 members and a population 
covering more than 1.2 billion, estimated to triple 
by 2050 and entail over $4 trillion in combined 
consumer and business spending.

Methodological considerations
This paper presents a case study of 

manufacturing performance drawn from four 
culturally different African countries considered  
the continent’s economic hubs where most African 
manufacturing production companies are located. 
This study used secondary data analysis, that is 
already compiled, gathered, organised and 
published literature, in order to establish the sum of 
existing knowledge on the African manufacturing 
sector’s organisational performance. In searching 
the web, the keywords used are manufacturing, 
knowledge management, African single market, 
and endogenous growth. It emerged that Nigeria, 
Kenya, Morocco, and South Africa are among the 
four countries that can become the continent’s 
economic hubs (Signé & Johnson, 2018). In finding 
detailed information on the African manufacturing 
sector, the web-search was country-specific, for 
example, the Nigerian manufacturing sector and 
the manufacturing sector in Morocco or Kenya.

Based on the manufacturing value-added  
for top producers in Africa 2017, South Africa, 
Morocco, Kenya and Nigeria, emerged as future 
African business hubs (Signé & Johnson, 2018). 
Kenya is considered a business hub, because it is 
among East Africa’s most economically innovative 
and technologically advanced countries and 
scored 4% as one of Africa’s easy places to 
obtain credit for business investments. According 
to the Kenyan government’s 10-point policy goal, 
the percentage of manufacturing contribution to 
the GDP will increase by 15% and create about 
300,000 job opportunities in 2022. Based on 
Kenya’s present annual GDP growth rate of 5.7%, 
it is possible to double its manufacturing sector’s 
output to meet the government’s target. The 
government’s plan to achieve the set objectives 
involves implementing the manufacturing 
development by reforming existing policies to align 
closely with Kenya’s Industrial Transformation 
Programme (KITP), Vision 2030. Kenya ranked at 
fourth position in Africa after the Seychelles, Ghana, 
and Zambia regarding competitive advantage on the 
international market, based on the World Economic 
Forum judgment. TABLE 1 Comparing the African economic hubs (Global Innovation Index, 2020)

Global Innovation Index 2020

Corruption Perception Index 2020

Market Sophistication

Credit

Ease of getting credit

Human Capital and Research

Expenditure on Education (% of GDP)

Innovation Linkages

Infrastructure

Political and Operational Stability

Research and Development (R&D)

University / Industry Research Collaborations

Business Environment

Creative Goods and Services

Knowledge Creation

Knowledge Impact

Knowledge Diffusion

Ranks

Nigeria

149

102

87

14

(121)

n/a

86

124

128

(121)

122

109

(78)

108

109

121

Morocco

86

95

95

101

81

34

117

71

76

71

113

59

105

71

51

51

Kenya

124

57

20

4

110

29

31

114

104

77

36

60

69

67

90

65

South Africa

69

15

107

9

70

13

43

79

92

42

30

75

92

52

92

78
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The principal factor 
contributing to Morocco’s 
consideration as one of 
the African economic hubs 
is its capacity to benefit 
from its geographical 
location between the 
Atlantic Ocean and the 
Mediterranean Sea, 
precisely its proximity  
to Europe via Gibraltar  
and Spain

Nigeria has secured the most influential and 
the largest economy in West Africa due to the 
abundance of oil and gas. It has the most significant 
petroleum import and export industry in Africa.  
Thus, it is among the most prominent economic 
hubs in the western part of Africa, but still lags in 
innovation, political and operational stability,  
business environment, university/industry research 
collaboration, knowledge creation, impact, and 
diffusion, based on the Global Innovation Index. 
Despite the government’s various economic policies, 
the manufacturing sector continues to make an 
insignificant contribution to GDP. The Nigerian 
government has evidently failed to understand the 
crucial factors that make industrialisation happen, 
such as a stable political environment, infrastructures 
like a constant electrical power supply, good 
communication system and sustainable economic 
development policies. Although macroeconomic 
variables and economic policies are considered vital 
determinants of a nation’s economic performance, 
this paper maintains that the most critical aspect  
is implementation. The sector’s underperformance  
is also attributable to ‘poor economic policies, and 
ethnic division’ (Sachs & Warner,1997, p.336), 
including inadequate infrastructures such as electricity 
supply and economic-related factors like high 
exchange rates, inflation, and a high interest rate.

South Africa is among the African economic 
hubs due to its booming mineral-energy complex 
and innovative manufacturing sector. The country’s 
mining sector, such as platinum, gold, diamond  
and coal, including its most advanced agricultural 
sector in Africa, have contributed massive wealth  
to the economy. Adopting innovative production 
processing methods has enabled the South African 
agro manufacturing sector to create profitable 
business opportunities for local and international 
markets, attracting investors worldwide. Based on  
the Global Innovation Index, South Africa is a growing 
knowledge economy hub. Much attention is focused 
on education, ICT technology, and e-commerce  
with higher market sophistication than other African 
countries, but with a low score in credit for business 
investments. In 2017/18 World Economic Forum 
(WEF), South Africa ranked 61 out of 137 countries in 
which to do business. The WEF reported that among 
the problematic factors for doing business in South 
Africa is corruption. The South African manufacturing 
sectors contribute about 11% of the country’s 
employment and 13% of GDP.

The principal factor contributing to 
Morocco’s consideration as one of the African 
economic hubs is its capacity to benefit from its 
geographical location between the Atlantic Ocean 
and the Mediterranean Sea, precisely its proximity 
to Europe via Gibraltar and Spain. Morocco is one 
of the major players in African affairs, ranked fifth 
as African’s largest economy by GDP and securing 
first position as the most competitive economy in 
North Africa, according to the African Competitiveness 
Report 2014-2015 and 53rd in the World Bank’s 
Doing Business 2020 benchmark business 
environment report. Morocco has the busiest and 
largest port on the Mediterranean and Africa, with 
a capacity to handle about 9 million containers, 
700,000 trucks and 1 million vehicles a year, and 
ranked 18th globally. The country has become  
the regional hub for shipping, logistics, assembly, 
production, and sales for North, West and 
Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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The African endogenous economic growth rate 
hinges on knowledge management and government 
policies on subsidies for education, research  
and development, and innovation incentives.  
As a post-COVID-19 survival strategy, African 
manufacturers can improve performance by adopting 
a coherent and collective endogenous growth 
strategy created from knowledge and policies that are 
locally produced and content-specific, an alternative 
to externally driven development models. However,  
to achieve effective post-COVID-19 homegrown 
knowledge management, manufacturers in countries 
like Nigeria, Ghana, Morocco, South Africa, and other 
African countries should enhance their expertise and 
capacity to discern and make decisions based on 
knowledge management. Understanding the nature 
of ability enables the transformation of meaning from 
facts to knowing customer needs and the acquisition 
of implementation capacity to satisfy customers 
adequately. Therefore, African manufacturers have  
to start forming a frugal mindset, looking around at 
their environment and developing technologies to 
solve local customers’ problems. However, there is  
also nothing wrong with importing knowledge and 
innovation, but a lack of adequate knowledge for 
using and maintaining them effectively is potentially 
disastrous.
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Conclusion
Regardless of the negative factors like disruptive 

technology, COVID-19 pandemic, political instability, 
and more besides, this paper concludes that African 
countries can still use knowledge management to 
achieve industrialisation through manufacturing. Even 
though manufacturing has existed for centuries, it can 
still be considered the cornerstone of industrialisation, 
because it so positively influences economic growth. 
Finally, leaders and policymakers must create an 
environment that effectively encourages employees 
and teams to fully exploit knowledge at work and 
in the marketplace. 

Contribution to knowledge
This paper contributes to existing knowledge 

from an African cultural perspective on the 
importance of knowledge creation and application in 
manufacturing for African industrialisation through  
an endogenous strategy. By adopting and embracing 
knowledge management, African countries can create 
a coherent and collective endogenous growth 
strategy that integrates basic development principles 
with local characteristics to improve socio-economic 
growth. ‘Endogenous growth is economic growth at  
a rate determined by internal forces to the economic 
system, particularly those governing the opportunities 
and incentives to create technological knowledge’ 
(Okereke & Agupusi, 2015, p.31). 
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