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ABSTRACT

A theoretical review of business acumen and social capital was
conducted that would apply to human resource management practice
to identify the desired behaviour of high-performing human resource
professionals. The links of intellectual capital to human capital and
organisation capital are necessary to contextualise social capital and its
link with human capital resources and business acumen. A conceptual
framework was proposed, consisting of business aspects, personal
attributes and relationships to enhance human resource professionals’
business acumen. HR business acumen consists mainly of business
aspects, personal attributes and relationships to enhance social capital.
Specific business aspects involve thinking, knowledge, orientation and
skills. An HR professional needs to possess executive-level thinking and
systems thinking. They also must have business knowledge, a strategic
orientation and skills such as financial literacy and being able to do
metrics. Personal attributes such as agility, attitude, innovation,
creativity, leadership, trustworthiness and responsiveness are of the
essence. Lastly, relationships entail shared norms and values, trust,
engagement and collaboration.

Keywords: business acumen; human resource professionals; personal
attributes; relationships; social capital.

INTRODUCTION
There are 600 million smallholders or, phrased differently, so-called “primarily

necessity

entrepreneurs” in the sub-Saharan region of Africa, and they produce 80% of the continent’s food
(Food and Agriculture Organization, 2012; Rockefeller Foundation, 2011). In various ways, their
effect on economic growth has been widely acknowledged and has also generated extensive
scholarly research (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Coleman, 1990; Davidsson & Honig, 2003; Light & Dana,
2013; McKeever, Anderson, & Jack, 2014; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Putnam, 2000). The
possibility exists that many of their achievements might not have been realised without various

internal processes and the support of resources and networks.
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It is well-known that inadequate availability to, for example, credit facilities may prevent
smallholders and entrepreneurs from achieving their full potential (Bongomin, Ntayi, Munene, &
Malinga, 2018). Their business prospects, among other things, revolve around how the respective
co-ethnic community networks and resources of social capital (SC) will lead to successful business
ventures. This topic is under-researched in the scholarly literature (Teklehaimanot, Ingenbleek, &
Van Trijp, 2017).

However, extensive traction in doing successful business could also result from numerous other
sources, such as intellectual capital, which includes the so-called knowledge, skills, abilities and
other attributes (KSAOs) of individuals as well. This in turn means that human resources
professionals should possess human capital (HC) and organisation capital (OC). Although this
might be at a micro level, in some cases, the SC required by smallholders and entrepreneurs to
survive cannot be underestimated. To be more competitive, human resources (HR) professionals
could, for example, contribute to the activities of smallholders and entrepreneurs regarding doing
business by exhibiting business acumen to support them in the various countries where they do
business.

To execute the mentioned activities, various links exist between the aforementioned components,
but these are under-researched (Nyberg, Moliterno, Hale, & Lepak, 2014). Consequently, the
sustenance offered by intellectual capital (IC) that smallholders and entrepreneurs utilise require
could be provided by the role that HR professionals play in terms of their business acumen and
related skills. SC is also an important element in business creation, business process and overall
business success for smallholders and entrepreneurs, as pointed out in scholarly literature
(Bongomin et al.,, 2017). This conceptual approach is another under-researched topic.

In this article, the components of business acumen are elaborated on first; thereafter, the link with
the various facets of IC is explored. The links of IC to HC and OC are necessary to contextualise SC
and its link with human capital resources (HCRs) and business acumen to construct a conceptual
framework. The question arises: Which HR business acumen is necessary to network and to
develop relationships among people who live and work in a particular society? In other words,
which HR business acumen will assist in ensuring that SC is effective?

The objective of this study was to develop a conceptual framework for HRs business acumen and
SC applications in the African context. This framework will allow managers to deal with and
improve HR performance in the workplace.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Conceptualising business acumen

We began our examination by clarifying the nature of business acumen. According to Cohen (2015,
p. 209), business acumen is the “ability to understand and apply information to contribute to the
organization's strategic plan”. Wasniewski (2014) also mentions that business acumen consists of
strategic agility, business knowledge, systems thinking, economic awareness, -effective
administration, HR and organisational metrics, analytics and business indicators as well as
knowledge of finance, accounting, sales, marketing, business operations and logistics, labour
markets technology, government and regulatory guidelines.

According to Ashton, Haffenden and Lambert (2004, p. 33):
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[Flor HR to be a business partner, it has to cut the mustard in the business debate. This means not
just understanding the business and its drivers, but anticipating business needs and proposing
solutions, and also articulating the quantified business opportunities, risks and impacts of people
management decisions.

Business acumen must therefore be incorporated into leadership development programmes of HR
specialists to stay relevant to rapidly emerging needs (Prince, 2008). Goodge (2006, p. 5) proposes
that HR professionals need to know the business inside out to build knowledge and credibility by
getting to know the business. Lee and Yu (2013) mentioned the HR business-related competencies,
as proposed by General Electric, Ingersoll Rand and CISCO, include business acumen, business
advisor and client engagement. Deloitte Consulting LLP and Bersin (2014, p.110-112) mentioned
that organisations need to develop HR skills in business management and that these skills should
entail a deep understanding of business and industry trends, what drives long-term competitive
advantage and how to drive innovation. HR should understand what the impact of their role is and
how they can improve the overall effectiveness of the organisation (Nel & De Wet Fourie, 2013).
Business acumen is the capability to bring about positive business outcomes and create capital
(Schultz & Van der Walt, 2015).

Relevant business acumen for HR professionals

Longenecker and Fink (2015) stated that HR managers ought to possess strong business acumen,
and that one of the foundations of being an exceptional HR professional is to possess strong
business expertise that goes well beyond the HR function itself. Ashton et al. (2004) are of the
opinion that the future of the strategic HR business partner lies in their ability to understand the
business and to identify the key measures of performance relevant to the organisation. A lack of
relevant business acumen limits the HR professional’s ability to influence business strategy and
advance business goals (Schultz & Van der Walt, 2015)

Baber, Waymon, Alphonso and Wylde (2015) described networking as a process that involves
initiation, maintenance and utilisation of relationships. Strategic connections indicate specific
interpersonal skills and concepts necessary to turn contribution-based workplaces into
collaborative workplaces. An HR professional must thus develop the acumen to be a strategic
connector in network-oriented workplaces to have an influence on big issues, such as strategy
execution, engagement, innovation, responsiveness, productivity, competitiveness and trust.

In the new business environment, trust plays a crucial role, without which collaboration in
business is unlikely. HR professionals equipped with certain competencies effectively build the
trust factor with internal and external contacts. While trust building is easier and faster in face-to-
face or in-person networking, technology-based methods, such as email, chats and social
networking, help to maintain such networks. Once developed, the trust element strengthens the
relationships and, in turn, the strong relationship energises the whole network, which becomes
more productive and successful. With this new synergy, the networking is enhanced as a learnt
business skill by HR professionals.

HR professionals can easily and quickly develop networks that are based on trusting relationships,
and it is a learnt behaviour to execute it well. Advanced networking skills and connections of HR
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professionals enable them to become “strategic connectors”, which create opportunities from
which organisations may benefit.

Strategic networking does not occur at networking events only. In contemporary network-oriented
workplaces, it is a process which continues throughout the workday and beyond. In such
workplaces, the individuals are not made to work, but these individual contributors become
collaborators. Once again, business acumen of this nature is a learnt behaviour for HR
professionals. Strategic networking is therefore important for strategic purposes and for
organisations to survive.

According to Spencer (2014), a key business acumen skill is market orientation, which entails a
deep understanding of the external environment and the ability to analyse and synthesise market
and competitive data. Huhtala, Sihvonen, Frosén, Jaakkola and Tikkanen (2014) stated that market
orientation (MO) is a key concept in theories of strategic marketing, showing how an organisation
relates to its markets and how it reflects an organisational culture that places the fulfilment of
customer needs at the centre of the business model.

HR business partners should also audit whether their HR practices reflect customer needs.
According to Eswarlal and Vallesi (2014), there is an increasing awareness among businesses of
the need to adopt the concept of the sustainability of their products, services and processes across
organisations due to market pressures. Brand equity is one of the core concepts in marketing
(Baack & Waterman, 2011, p.92). Brand equity is necessary to improve competitive advantage
since competitive advantage is based on the price premium attained, the increased efficiency and
effectiveness of marketing, increased margins, increased customer demand and satisfaction, brand
extension facilitation, negotiation leverage, and lower vulnerability to competitors (Bendixen,
Bukasa & Abratt, 2004).

Fehringer, Hohhof and Johnson (2006) mentioned that MI entails a focus on generating outcomes
such as new or increased revenue, new product or services, cost savings/avoidance and profit
increases. Fehringer et al. (2006) also stated that the system of the MI focuses on various key
intelligence topics (KITs): company profiles, competitive benchmarking, early warning alerts, or
industry trends, customer or supplier profile, technology assessment, economic and/or political
analysis and executive profiles.

According to Culver (2006, p.17), tactical intelligence (TI) can be defined as “information and
analysis about competitors that can support the daily operations of a company”. Unfortunately,
some companies view TI predominantly as data gathering. Thus, they tend to generate reports that
convey data - the raw outputs of the search. Culver (2006) mentioned that tactical competitor
intelligence is more likely to demonstrate its worth when the focus is on increasing the margin of
the win against competitors and to discover methods to help decrease the costs of the company.

Intellectual capital and its components

To contextualise the business acumen possessed by HR professionals, it is necessary to analyse the
various concepts that would enable effective support to enhance business performance and
competitiveness. The various stakeholders are those who are involved in pursuing the objectives
of a business by being competent and competitive. In the next section, IC and its components are
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discussed as a means to enhance the acumen of HR professionals to support stakeholders in
businesses.

Intellectual capital

Intellectual capital (IC) refers to the knowledge stock embedded in a business (Nahapiet & Ghoshal,
1998). IC thus represents the intangible knowledge of individuals within the processes, structures
and social relationships of businesses. IC can be conceptualised as three complementary
dimensions, namely human (i.e. employees’ knowledge and skills), structural (i.e. operating
procedures and systems) and social capital (SC) (i.e. social relationships and interactions among
employees). Reed, Lubatkin and Srinivasa (2006, p.869), however, pointed out that IC could be
refined further and they divided structural capital into organisational capital (knowledge created
by and stored in a firm’s information technology systems and processes, which speed the flow of
knowledge through the organisation) and customer capital (the relationships that a firm has with
its customers).

Scholars have pointed out that the components of IC are complementary and positively associated
with performance outcomes of businesses as well (Hsu & Wang, 2012; Subramaniam & Youndt,
2005; Zhang, Qi, Wang, Pawar, & Zhao, 2018). In this way, IC can improve business performance
both directly and indirectly through the effective application of the knowledge possessed through
the various components to exhibit so-called dynamic capability (DC.)

For the purpose of this article, however, we adopted the view that IC is the sum of three major
components, namely HC, OC and SC. These IC components all contribute to business performance
and competitive advantage by providing business with DC, which could be used by HR
professionals in applying business acumen and agility as outlined previously.

Human capital (HC) and human capital resources (HCR)

As point of departure, it must be noted that simply listing HC variables will be of little use to HR
practitioners. What is more important is the recognition of how the various elements of individual
and business-level components are linked (Nyberg et al., 2014). This will enable knowledge, skills,
abilities and others (KSAOs) which are individual HR elements to create more value at the so-called
HC level and subsequently the HCR, which is at the business level. What KSAOs entail is self-
explanatory, as described above. However, in the literature, the caveat is raised that skills and
abilities are unique constructs and, for analysis purposes, they should not be lumped together
(Nyberg et al., 2014, p.328). From this point of departure, it is easy to trace how the definition of
HC has evolved.

HC was conceptualised by Becker (1964), who referred to learnt skills and knowledge that
individuals develop through their prior experience, training and education. HC is defined by
Ployhart and Moliterno (2011, p.128) as “a unit-level resource that is created from the emergence
of individuals’ knowledge, skills, abilities or other characteristics (KSAOs)”. However, this
definition includes two theoretical insights as well, namely that individuals are different in their
personal set of talents relating to KSAOs, and “human capital is a resource that can relate
meaningfully to unit-level [also called business] performance” (Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011, p.145-
146).
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These developments have led the way to articulate an extended multilevel process of HC and a
proposition that HC is a collective-level resource that has individual-level origins. This in turn led
Ployhart and Moliterno (2011, p.127) to expand the concept and define HCR as a “unit-level
resource that is created from the emergence of individuals’ knowledge, skills, abilities, and other
characteristics”. Nyberg et al. (2014) provided pointers to clarify dimensions of HCR by stating that
a connection exists between the individual and the collective level because individual-level
knowledge predicts individual-level job performance. The aggregate knowledge of the business-
level HCR should therefore predict business-level performance. Furthermore, HCR can be viewed
as bundles of knowledge (thus resources), which may lead to OC and perhaps DC of businesses, but
depending on the level of IC that exists.

Organisational capital (0C)

The second component of IC is OC, which comprises HC, as discussed earlier. OC is a business-level
component but embraces all elements in the business relating to HCR in particular and HC in
general. Reed et al. (2006, p. 872) posited:

HC and OC can be entwined in a virtuous and dynamic cycle. That is, OC derives
its capabilities from employees - the types of knowledge they possess and
choose to store, and how they assimilate and interpret that knowledge. In turn,
OC enhances the productive potential of HC by providing employees with a
supportive, yet socially complex infrastructure.

Therefore, when the interplay between HC and OC is analysed as being in tandem as
complementary resources, it is probably difficult to imitate such business-specific advantages,
which then enhance the performance and competitiveness of a business.

We believe that while HR management policies, systems and practices lie more broadly at the OC
level, specific practices and systems such as high-performance work systems (HPWS) increase the
empowerment of staff in businesses and thereby enhance their skills (Boxall & Macky, 2007),
which thus refers back to the HC context.

It is easy to take the next step and posit that SC in both its forms (i.e. external and internal) and OC
represent distinct but complementary knowledge types that enable inter-business exchange (Tsai
& Ghoshal, 1998). This is discussed next.

Social capital

The third component of IC is SC (also known as “social relationships”), which comprises two sub-
components, namely internal social capital (ISC) and external social capital (ESC).ISC is concerned
with actors’ internal structure and the connections between individuals or groups within the
collective (rather than the collective itself, which establishes cohesiveness, such as bonding and
integrative and interaction routines within a group) (Nyberg et al,, 2014). ESC refers to the
collective behaviour of a business whose actions are influenced by its external linkages (Adler &
Kwon, 2002); that is, capital associated with establishing all external relationships (Manning,
2010).

SC is defined as the
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“goodwill available to individuals or groups...its source lies in the structure
and content of the actor’s social relations...its effects flow from the
information, influence, and solidarity it makes available to the actor” (Adler &
Kwon, 2002,p. 23).

Nahapiet and Goshal (1998, p. 243), however, provide a more comprehensive
definition by stating that it is “the sum of the actual and potential resources
embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of
relationships possessed by an individual or social unit”.

SC therefore comprises both the network and the assets that may be mobilised through that
network.

In developing countries, especially in Africa, there are often many small businesses - as outlined
already - that are autonomous but experience many socio-cultural barriers in doing business,
which could be costly to them. Therefore, SC becomes the only alternative through which they can
embark on cooperation with other businesses in attempts to enhance business performance
(Bongomin etal., 2018).

The concept of SC has been the subject of discussion and controversy by scholars for a number of
years. SC also appears to include expectations for action within a collective that could affect the
economic goals and goal-seeking behaviour of its members (Coleman, 1988; Murray, 2018;
Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998;Tocher, Oswald, Shook, & Adams, 2012).

Coleman (1990) provided clarity in this debate some years ago and emphasised that SC consists of
networks and resources that can be used by the actors to apprehend their interests within social
structures. Therefore, the social structure of SC in a co-ethnic community includes networks that
consist of the possessors of SC (members who make the demand in the network), the sources of SC
(members who agree to the demand in the network) and the resources themselves (including
informants, links to the resources and the resources themselves). Therefore, SC functions mostly
on three-dimensional levels, namely as sources of control (promoted and prevailing internalised
norms, integration and bound solidarity), sources of resources, and sources of facilitating access to
resources (jobs, markets, information and financial facilities) (Coleman, 1990; Laurence, 2011).

The fundamental proposition of SC theory is that network ties provide access to resources. One of
the central themes in the literature is that SC constitutes a valuable source of information benefits
(i.e. who you know affects what you know). Reed et al. (2006, p. 872) further stated:

[T]he more informationally rich a firm’s internal and external ties, the more
its employees will accomplish (e.g. absorb, learn, innovate). In turn, the more
competent the employees (i.e. the higher their human capital), the more they
will value, assimilate, and apply knowledge from informationally enriched
social ties ...As such, we expect that HC is positively associated with a firm’s
financial performance, but its positive association is enhanced, or leveraged,
when combined with the firm’s internal social capital (ISC) and also by the
firm’s external social capital (ESC).
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Managerial SC consists of goodwill derived from relationships, both formal and informal, which
managers have with others and which can be used to gain resources and information (Adler &
Kwon, 2002). Formal and informal work relations therefore provide managers with conduits for
information that may be helpful in sensing new opportunities (Helfat & Martin, 2015). In this case,
we regard managers as being HR professionals as well.

The contribution of SC to business success is characterised by bonding and bridging SC, which
influences role players’ acceptance of new ideas in businesses. Bonding SC brings people closer
together and enhances network ties. Bridging SC links groups of people and enables activities
beyond a business (Putnam, 2000). Bridging SC has weak ties but few limitations regarding
barriers. Since there may not be many barriers in such networks, it means that role players are

open to influencing each other, but it may be limited since weak ties exist between them (Putnam,
2000).

Furthermore, the contribution of cultural capital to SC is influenced by the power of bonding and
bridging SC to encourage doing business, like smallholders and entrepreneurs. Light and Dana
(2013) stated that bonding and bridging SC are not mutually exclusive and that they can be linked
across different dimensions in a business. Strong bonding may also produce excessive social
pressure for conformity, thus undermining personal freedom (Poteyeva, 2017). The issue of linking
and networks in SC activities also plays a major role to enhance doing business.

SC facilitates individual and collective actions that would not be possible in its absence.
Researchers also identified SC as an individual-level ability to secure benefits by virtue of role
players in a particular network or other social structures, such as businesses (Portes, 1998). Other
scholars focused on group-level functions, where SC is embedded in the structure of relationships
(Putnam, 1995). More recently, Leung, Chin and Petrescu-Prahova (2016) stated that SC is a
relational asset that benefits individuals embedded in the network as well as the entire group. At
group level, SC collectively structures norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness and forms an
openness to new ideas and information in businesses.

The context of the functioning of SC in contributing to business success is also essential to achieve
high performance for the activities of entrepreneurs and smallholders (Bongomin et al., 2018).

Impact of social capital on businesses-like smallholders and entrepreneurs

The role of SC for smallholders and entrepreneurs is an increasingly prominent topic in business
literature. Furthermore, the debate has become increasingly complex according to Casson and
Giusta (2007) because, although researchers focused on SC, they barely explored its contribution
to entrepreneurial and smallholder activities. The lack of research that focused on individuals’
network ties resulted in neglecting the influence of individual SC, which was emphasised by Adler
and Kwon (2002). The contribution of SC to being self-employed in business by using networks,
mutual trust and reciprocity should be explored more fully (Kwon & Adler, 2014; Kwon, Heflin, &
Ruef, 2013; Light & Dana, 2013; Nahapiet, 2009). It is in this context that we address SC in this
article and link it to the role of HR professionals in using their business acumen to promote
business performance for, for example, smallholders and entrepreneurs through their SC
applications.
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Dynamic capability and agility

The components of IC, discussed above, spell out the level and magnitude of knowledge that exists
in the HRs of a business. Should knowledge therefore be comprehensive (dense), it would
contribute substantially to doing good business by being nimble (thus agile) in executing tasks to
result in exhibiting high business performance and DC (Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011).
Alternatively, if the knowledge is at a low level (poor), it leads to a lack of being nimble and agile,
which results in low DC in the business, which inevitably leads to poor business performance. We
consequently focus on, albeit briefly, what dynamic capability entails, since DC reflects the acumen
of HC to being nimble as well as agile. Business agility refers to the capability of a business to change
rapidly or to adapt in response to changes (Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). Such responses are made
by managerial staff, provided they have IC and business acumen, as was outlined earlier in this
article.

DC is described as “organisational and strategic routines by which managers alter their resource
base, acquire and shed resources, integrate them together, and recombine them, to generate new
value-creating strategies” (Eisenhardt &Martin, 2000,p. 1107). The DC of a business is therefore
based on:

[Business| and managerial competences for both ‘reading’ and shaping the
environment and developing business models that address new threats and
opportunities. Dynamic capabilities thus define the business’ capacity to
innovate, adapt to change, and create change that is favorable to customers
and unfavorable to competitors. (Teece, Peteraf, & Leih, 2016, p.18).

Arteta and Giachetti (2004) indicated that the central aspect of agility refers to the ability of the
enterprise to respond to a change. Agility contains different types of flexibility and it incorporates
the capability to perform unintended new activities in response to unexpected shifts in market
needs or incomparable customer requests (Narasimhan, Swink, & Kim, 2006).

It is clear that HR professionals have a very important role to play in that they first have to ensure
that the businesses they operate have DC. Second, they have to utilise SC personally as part of their
IC to enhance the performance of businesses in the countries where they operate. This particularly
applies to the sub-Saharan context, which was described in this article.

Trust

Fafchamps and Minten (1999) mentioned that cognitive SC consists of shared norms, values, trust,
attitudes and beliefs, which result in reciprocity among actors in a social structure. Guiso, Sapienza
and Zingales (2004) opined that SC embedded in trust is considered to be strong where the legal
framework is weak. In turn, favourable conditions are provided for obtaining scarce resources,
such as credit, especially for the poor who lack physical collateral.

Implications for African HR professionals

The business context that is required to succeed in Africa has raised the bar on the level at which
HR professionals should operate. Longenecker and Fink (2015, p.22) pose a key question:

Do your HR leaders possess the business acumen to handle the complexity and demands of their
HR leadership role? The human resource role is to partner with frontline and middle managers to
effectively acquire, develop and retain human capital for all business units in the organization.
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Modern technology has made it probable for HR personnel and line managers to have virtual, non-
face-to-face conferences and communications (Kapoor & Sherif, 2012). Davenport and Harris
(2010) state that there has never been a better time to develop the analytical leaders in businesses.
From an African perspective, Schultz and Van der Walt (2015) mentioned different approaches,
such as business simulations and games, behavioural tools for assessment and intervention and
job rotation. This would be beneficial within the HR function to contribute a broad perspective
relevant to strategic activities, as well as in various other business roles to develop the knowledge
required to integrate HR into the strategic focus of the organisation.

A conceptual framework conceptual for HR business acumen and SC applications in the
African context

Based on the literature review discussed above, a conceptual framework conceptual for HR
business acumen and SC applications in the African context was proposed in Figure 1.

The links of IC to HC and OC are necessary to contextualise SC and its link with HCR and business
acumen to construct a conceptual framework.

Relationships
Shared norms and values
TrustEngagement
Collaboration

(s

usiness Aspects fPersonal Attributes\ [ \
Executive-level Agility Social Capital
thinking Attitude Internal:
Systems thinking Innovation Bonding and interaction
Business ivi ithi

)| Creativity ]  Within a group

knowle.dge Leadership
Strategic Trustworthiness External:
grlentgtllolrll Responsiveness Collective behaviour of a

inancial literary business thus bridging

\Metrics / \ / \ /

Figure 1: Conceptual framework for human resources business acumen and social capital
applications in the African context

In Figure 1, it is clear that HR business acumen consists mainly of business aspects, personal
attributes and relationships to enhance SC. Specific business aspects involve thinking, knowledge,
orientation and skills. An HR professional needs to possess executive-level thinking and systems
thinking. They also must have business knowledge, a strategic orientation and skills such as
financial literacy and being able to do metrics. Personal attributes such as agility, attitude,
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innovation, creativity, leadership, trustworthiness and responsiveness are of the essence. Lastly,
relationships entail shared norms and values, trust, engagement and collaboration. Figure 1
therefore illustrates a holistic and integrated view of HR business acumen.

LIMITATIONS
This study merely executed an exploratory literature review-based investigation. Consequently, a
more detailed empirical investigation may advance the role of SC in relationships of smallholders
and entrepreneurs in doing business in Africa.
Other groups such as refugees and immigrants were not addressed, but maybe useful in future
research, because they operate only on the periphery of the economy in Africa.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

We identified two major limitations regarding research on business acumen. First, not enough is
being done to be proactive about business acumen for HR professionals. Second, not enough
knowledge exists in the business environment about what constitutes effective business acumen
for HR professionals. Thus, future research questions that may be examined could include what the
business world sees as business acumen in the future over and above that needed by HR
practitioners, which has been highlighted in the longitudinal research by Nel and De Wet Fourie
(2013).

Calof and Wright (2008, p. 462) posited that while the academic literature is turning out quantity,
there is little consistency in terms of measurement and output value. In addressing the critical area
of intelligence, there has to be some agreement within the field on how to operationalise the
intelligence construct. Given the holistic and integrative nature of intelligence, researchers should
draw upon already accepted measures within the planning, marketing, knowledge management,
information systems, organisational design, analysis and organisational behaviour fields, to name
but a few, and to apply them to develop HR professionals’ business acumen. The drive towards
analytical leadership is a key response to the data challenge facing organisations today in general
and HR professionals in particular. In conclusion, HR specialists need to synthesise issues relating
to people management functions with general economic and business issues. Therefore, by
practising high-level IC, they can position businesses to utilise DC to enhance much-needed
business performance improvement in sub-Saharan Africa to alleviate poverty and hunger. The
development of the conceptual framework in this article can used to develop a strategy to enhance
for human resources business acumen and social capital applications in the African context.

A questionnaire can be developed to measure HR business acumen to enhance SC in the African
context. A quantitative study could then follow as well as a follow-up qualitative study to obtain
rich data about HR business acumen and SC.

CONCLUSION
This article reported on an investigation of and a case for relevant business acumen for HR
professionals and to use their IC and SC to enhance business performance. Organisational
intelligence, business intelligence, strategic connectors, market intelligence, competitive
intelligence, financial knowledge, accounting knowledge and a strategic perspective are
components of business acumen relevant for HR professionals. These intelligences and connectors
were specified in the conceptual framework. Cultivating the ability to make good judgements and
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quick decisions will reflect strong business acumen characteristics. As the review of the literature
suggests, business acumen is not a technical skill but a set of behaviours. Kapoor and Sherif (2012)
stated that instead of focusing exclusively on internal HR issues, HR executives should take a
balanced and broader approach. By combining an understanding of the various HR techniques and
how they influence human behaviour with a thorough understanding of the business, the HR
business partner will be able to prioritise activities and demonstrate measurable progress in
business performance.

The business context that is required to succeed in Africa has raised the bar on the level at which
HR professionals should operate. This industry need is addressed in this article. The SC required
by smallholders and entrepreneurs to survive cannot be underestimated. To be more competitive,
human resources (HR) professionals could, for example, contribute to the activities of smallholders
and entrepreneurs regarding doing business by exhibiting business acumen to support them in the
various countries where they do business. This societal need is addressed in this article.
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