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Abstract 

This paper uses three unique data sources to examine how the intensive margin and the extensive margin 

contribute to South African exports. The first is product-country data from the World Integrated Trade 

Solution (WITS) database, the second is product-country-exporter data provided by the South African 

Revenue Service, and the third is firm-level data. Together these datasets provide a more nuanced view of 

South African export behaviour at a micro level than previously undertaken. In this nuanced view, we focus 

on South Africa’s export behaviour during the global financial crisis and how the latter affected the country’s 

trade margins. These results suggest that during the global financial crisis South Africa’s trade margins 

responded through a contraction in the intensive margin. It seems like this differed by destination, as the 

response at the intensive margin was largest for the ‘old growth pole’ and smallest for the ROW, although 

the extensive margin was largest for ROW due to exit from countries. Overall, the total effect to Africa was 

the lowest. In terms of products, differences in the intensive margin are marginal between minerals and 

non-minerals and overall differences are driven by decline in the extensive margin amongst products. The 

response across the export distribution show that the relative contraction was largest amongst the super-

exporters (the top 1%) – from 2008 to 2009 their contribution to total export value fell from 81 to 75% but 

the contribution of the bottom 80% remained constant (1.5 to 2.3%). However, these super-exporters also 

adjusted back relatively rapidly (by 2011 they were back to 2008 levels). This suggests that for South Africa 

to increase its exports it needs more firms like those large productive super-exporters which are expanding 

exports at the intensive margin. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The vulnerability of South Africa’s economy to global events has been exposed numerous times over the last 

decade. The onset of the global financial crisis resulted in a significant outflow of portfolio capital in 2008 

(Kavli et al., 2013) and the economy subsequently entered a recession in 2009 (World Bank, 2014). More 

recently, the Rand has lost around 18% of its value against the US dollar since May 2013 when talks of QE 

tapering surfaced - the worst affected country amongst the ‘fragile five’ emerging economies. This was also 

in part due to the country’s large trade and current account deficits (the latter is around 6.3% of GDP). These 

deficits reflect the country’s difficulty in competing against foreign competition. Moreover, financing the 

current account deficit is dependent on portfolio capital inflows (or so-called ‘hot money’) that are volatile 

and sensitive to global events (Colombo, 2014).  

 

Apart from being vulnerable to external shocks, the domestic economy is also in a precarious position with 

high inflation (6.6%), high unemployment (25%), low economic growth (1.9% in 2013 and -0.6% in Q1 of 

2014), falling commodity prices and continuous labour unrest (as recently seen in the mining and metal 

industries) (Statistics South Africa, 2014; World Bank, 2014). The latter strikes especially affected South 

Africa’s export performance, as its major exports originate from these industries. However, South Africa’s 

export performance has since its trade liberalisation in 1994 been regarded as poor when compared to 

similar natural resource exporters (Hausmann and Klinger, 2006).  

 

At best South Africa’s export growth can be described as lacklustre - the small pool of super-exporters which 

contribute the bulk of exports is stagnating, large numbers of smaller firms only export on an occasional 

basis (Purfield et al., 2014), and the majority of exporters export less than 20% of their output (Edwards et 

al., 2008). It also seems as if South Africa is not diversifying, the majority of South African export growth is 

due to growth in the intensive margin – the exporting of existing products to existing markets (Purfield et al., 

2014), despite government’s industrial policy framework which attempts to encourage export diversification 

by “improving our non-traditional export performance – particularly in more sophisticated, value added 

products...” (DTI, 2007: 23). Export diversification is particularly important for South Africa where exports 

have been resourced based. Doing so will be one of the keys to fulfil the aim of the government’s recent 

economic growth and development strategy, the National Development Plan (NDP), which is to increase 

exports in order to drive economic growth to alleviate the country’s high unemployment and poverty rates.  
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If the government is to design policies to increase the growth of exports in line with the NDP’s vision, it 

needs to know more about the behaviour of exports at a micro-level. Specifically, more information is 

needed on how exports have changed at the intensive and extensive margins so as to decide whether the 

focus of export promotion policies should be on new exporters/products/countries or on the expansion of 

existing exports/exporters? This is even more important considering the country’s vulnerabilities and 

existing export structure. The aim and of this paper therefore is to provide insight into South Africa’s trade 

margins, and how these responded during the global financial crisis, in order to contribute to the limited 

literature on this matter in South Africa. 

 

This paper uses three unique data sources to examine how the intensive margin and the extensive margin 

contribute to South African exports. The first is product-country data from the World Integrated Trade 

Solution (WITS) database, the second is product-country-exporter data provided by the South African 

Revenue Service, and the third is firm-level data. Together these datasets provide a more nuanced view of 

South African export behaviour at a micro level than previously undertaken. In this nuanced approach, we 

focus on South Africa’s export behaviour during the global financial crisis and how the latter affected the 

country’s trade margins. This is done a similar vein as Bricongne et al. (2012) who studied French exporters’ 

response to the global financial crisis.  

 

Our results suggest that during the global financial crisis South Africa’s trade margins responded through a 

contraction in the intensive margin. It seems like this differed by destination, as the response at the 

intensive margin was largest for the ‘old growth pole’ and smallest for the ROW, although the extensive 

margin was largest for ROW due to exit from countries. Overall, the total effect to Africa was the lowest. In 

terms of products, differences in the intensive margin are marginal between minerals and non-minerals and 

overall differences are driven by decline in the extensive margin amongst products. The response across the 

export distribution show that the relative contraction was largest amongst the super-exporters (the top 1%) 

– from 2008 to 2009 their contribution to total export value fell from 81 to 75% but the contribution of the 

bottom 80% remained constant (1.5 to 2.3%). However, these super-exporters also adjusted back relatively 

rapidly (by 2011 they were back to 2008 levels). This suggests that for South Africa to increase its exports it 

needs more firms like those large productive super-exporters which are expanding exports at the intensive 

margin. 

 

The layout of the paper is as follows: Section 2 briefly summarises the South African literature on exporting 

firms, section 3 provides a literature review on trade margins, section 4 contains the data and method used, 

section 5 provides the results and discussion and section 6 concludes.  
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2. South African literature review 

 

South African manufacturing firm-level export behaviour is similar to the now ‘stylised facts’ of exporting 

found in many countries. Exporting is rare – fewer than 15% of firms export; for most firms it is a marginal 

activity – less than half of exporting firms export more than 10% of their sales; and, even in comparison to 

other similar countries, South African exports are highly concentrated – the largest five percent of exporters 

produce more than 90% of total export value (Farole, Naughtin and Rankin, 2014; Purfield et al., 2014). 

Exporters are also larger than non-exporters, generally have higher levels of labour productivity and pay 

higher wages (Rankin, 2001; Edwards, Rankin and Schӧer, 2008; Matthee and Krugell, 2012; and Naughtin, 

2014). Like for Turkey (Cebeci, 2014) exporting to higher income countries outside the region is associated 

with higher wages and total factor productivity (Rankin, 2001; Rankin and Schӧer, 2013). 

 

There has been less research on the extensive and intensive margin either at the firm or product level, 

predominantly as a result of the lack of access to panel data, however this is changing. Kwaramba (2014) 

shows that the decline in tariffs from 2000 for South African products into the European Union, resulted in 

increase in exports at the both the intensive and extensive margins (measured at the product level). Purfield 

et al. (2014) uses the newly-constructed Export Dynamics Database which tracks export transactions at the 

firm level, to investigate changes in the extensive and intensive margins at the exporter level. This shows 

that the larger ‘super-exporters’ which dominate South African exports are losing dynamism and 

competitiveness but that smaller and more dynamic exporters are not yet large enough to make a 

substantial contribution to aggregate exports. 

 

3. The extensive and intensive margins in trade 

 

Monopolistic competition models (see for example Krugman, 1980) stress the tension between scale, 

product differentiation and selection in trade. Using these models as a platform, Melitz (2003) in his seminal 

micro-model emphasises self-selection into trade where a movement from autarky to free trade results in an 

expansion of existing exporters and entry of new firms into the export market. Participation in trade, in this 

model, is dependent on firm productivity and export costs (which includes both fixed and variable, or 

transport, costs). Only the most productive firms export. Those firms who are at the bottom of the 

productivity do not enter the export market, and may exit production altogether if faced with higher 

competition through increased trade openness, and exporters who become less efficient exit from the 
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export market (Melitz and Redding, 2012). Apart from the productivity threshold, export costs can also result 

in changes in export growth or export margins. More specifically, export costs directly affect the number of 

exporting firms (the extensive margin) and the average export sales per firm (the intensive margin). For 

example, a decrease in variable (transport) costs would lead to an increase in the extensive margin, as new 

firms (albeit less productive than existing exporters) would enter the export market. The reduced variable 

costs would furthermore result in an expansion in existing exporters’ export sales (which is the intensive 

margin) (Chaney, 2008; Lawless, 2010; Coughlin, 2012).   

 

From these types of theoretical underpinnings, numerous empirical studies have emerged that aim to 

understand the dynamics behind countries’ export growth rates. The results are contradictory. Some studies 

(e.g. Evenett and Venables, 2002; Berthou and Fontagne, 2008; Bernard et al., 2009) find that the extensive 

margin contributed more to export growth while others (e.g. Eaton et al., 2007; Amiti and Freund, 2008; 

Bingzhan, 2011) find the same to be true for the intensive margin. According to Türkcan (2014), the latter’s 

contribution (i.e. an increase of existing exports) to export growth is, however, a more dominant finding in 

the empirical literature on the subject.  

 

Besedes and Prusa (2007) discuss the conflicting results and observe, like Felbermayr and Kohler (2006), that 

the specifications (or measurement) of the intensive and extensive margins differ across studies, as they 

usually depend on the focus of the research conducted and the data available. For example, Eaton et al. 

(2007) decompose Colombia’s export growth using transactions-level trade data. They specify the extensive 

margin to be the change in the number of exporters and the intensive margin changes in these exporters’ 

sales volumes. In a similar vein, Bernard et al. (2009) use US firm transaction data, but extend the extensive 

specification to include the number of exported products. Their intensive margin is the average value per 

product per firm. Continuing the focus on product diversification and using disaggregated product level data, 

Hummels and Klenow (2005) identify the extensive margin to be product variety and the intensive margin 

product quantity. Collacelli (2010) builds on the work of Hummels and Klenow (2005) by specifying a 

bilateral extensive margin, which includes all the product varieties exported to the importing countries and a 

bilateral intensive margin as the exporter country’s relative volume of exports. Similarly, Amiti and Freund 

(2008) decompose China’s export growth by focusing on disaggregated export data on HS 8-level. Here the 

growth of existing products signifies the role of the intensive margin whereas the export of new varieties 

refers to the extensive margin.  

 

Evenett and Venables (2002) broaden the scope of the extensive margin by looking at both changes in 

product lines as well as changes in destinations in their study of export growth in developing countries. This 
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type of product and geographical diversification focus is refined by Amurgo-Pachero and Pierola (2008) 

where they add a ’geographic’ dimension to the both trade margins (see also the explanation by Türkcan, 

2014). Reis and Farole (2012:55) illustrate what this entails in table 1. 

 

Table 1: Intensive and extensive margins with a ’geographic’ dimension 

 Existing country (destination) New country (destination) 
Existing product Intensive margin Extensive margin 
New product Extensive margin Extensive margin 

Source: Reis and Farole (2012:55) 

 

Exporting an existing (old) product to an existing (old) destination is considered to be the intensive margin 

(Amurgo-Pachero and Pierola, 2008). Brenton and Newfarmer (2007:8) extend this decomposition of the 

intensive margin, by dividing it into three parts: an increase in exports of existing products to existing 

countries, a decrease in exports of existing products to existing countries and finally exports of existing 

products to existing countries that become extinct.  

 

The extensive margin’s geographical diversification according to Amurgo-Pachero and Pierola (2008) consists 

of exports of existing (old) products to new countries and new products to new countries. Product 

diversification combines the export of new products to new countries and the export of new products to 

existing (old) countries. Brenton and Newfarmer (2009) classify the latter two channels as discoveries, as it 

involves new exports of new products. Product diversification or the export of new products in general does 

not, however, occur randomly. New products are usually produced using capabilities that are related to the 

production of existing exports. This type of diversification, according to Cirera et al. (2012) is called relative 

diversification. Measuring relative diversification can be done in several ways. For example, identifying new 

export products that are correlated with existing exports based on the type of inputs used, or based on the 

degree of relatedness in terms of the product space. Another way to measure whether a new export product 

is related to existing products, is by determining whether a firm’s export discovery is classified within the 

same HS-4 sector or within an HS-2 chapter (Cirera et al., 2012). 

 

In summary, export growth can occur through either the extensive or the intensive margin, and the 

extensive margin can be further decomposed along three dimensions – new products to existing 

destinations; existing products to new destinations; and new products to new destinations. The question 

asked, therefore, is which type of expansion is “more important” for higher export growth in South Africa? 

Our approach in answering this is to combine different types of South African data. These are explained next. 
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4. Data and methodology 

 

Data  

The macro-level data was obtained from the UN COMTRADE database (the chapters that correspond to the 

South African large manufacturing firm survey data were extracted and used in the analysis (which is a total 

of 66 chapters)). Export data on HS6 level for 274 countries is used. Only export transactions with a value of 

more than US$10 000 are included. (The World Bank’s Export Dynamics Database suggests median exports 

for SA exporters is us$29 000. Using a cut-off value of US$10 000 will not exclude the median exporter but 

will exclude the really small exporters (or measurement errors)). 

 

The firm-level information is drawn from two sources. The first is exporter level transaction data taken from 

the World Bank’s Exporter Dynamics Database (Cebeci, Fernandes, Freund and Pierola, 2012). The South 

African data which forms part of this dataset is collected from the South African Revenue Service’s customs 

and excise data. This data records individual exporter transactions and has information on the value and 

destination of exports at the product level for all exporters. Exporting firms each have a unique identifier and 

can be tracked over time. The current set of data spans the period from 2002 to 2012. 

 

The second source of firm data is Statistics South Africa’s Large Sample Survey (LSS) of manufacturing. This is 

a firm-level survey which is conducted periodically, approximately every three years, in South Africa. 

Approximately 10 000 firms are surveyed every round and financial information, drawn primarily from the 

firm’s balance sheet, is collected. This information is collected for the most recent completed financial year – 

thus for example the 2005 round contains information which corresponds mostly to 2004. Larger firms are 

over-represented in each round and very large firms are fully covered. The dataset contains population 

weights and thus our results in this paper are for the population as a whole. A separate sample is drawn for 

every round but since firms have unique identifiers a panel dataset can be constructed. Given the over-

representation of larger firms in each cross-section, the larger firms are more likely to be present in the 

panel dataset. The data was collected in 2005 and 2008. Since the data refers to the most recent completed 

financial year, even the 2008 round predates the financial crisis in South Africa. 

 

Definition of intensive and extensive margins 

The macro-level perspective defines changes along the intensive margin as an increase in exports of existing 

products to existing countries, a decrease in exports of existing products to existing countries and finally the 

extinction of exports of existing products to existing countries. The extensive margin considers new exports 
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of existing products to new countries (EPNC), new exports of new products to existing countries (NPEC) and 

new exports of new products to new countries (NPNC). Relative diversification is applied where we consider 

changes within a HS-2 chapter. This means that only counts are available for the extensive margin and no 

values. 

 

On the firm-level, the intensive margin reflects expansion and contraction of existing products into already-

established markets. The extensive side takes into account the number of firms exporting (entries and exits), 

product diversification and country diversification. 

 

5. Results 

 

5.1 South Africa’s trade margins 

 

Firstly, we consider South Africa’s intensive and extensive trade margin from 2004 until 2012. This is 

illustrated by figures 1, 2 and 3. Figure 1 presents a dynamic view of the intensive margin and depicts 

increases in, decreases in and deaths of existing trade relationships. There appears to be a lot of churning 

along the intensive margin, but what is evident is the large decrease in existing trade relationships during 

2008/2009. This clearly shows that the response of South Africa’s trade to the global financial crisis was a 

contraction in the intensive margin, which can also be seen by the contraction in number terms in figure 2. 

In terms of the extensive margin, there is a slight decrease in product diversification as seen in figure 3.  

 

Figure 1: Dynamic view of intensive margin (total value of export relationships) 

 
Source: Authors’ own calculations using WITS COMTRADE database 
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Figure 2: Dynamic view of intensive margin (total number of export relationships) 

 
Source: Author’s own calculations using WITS COMTRADE database 

 

Figure 3: Dynamic view of extensive margin (total number of new export relationships) 

 
Source: Authors’ own calculations using WITS COMTRADE database 

 

Table 2 provides a firm-level view of the above dynamism that shows South Africa’s exports being driven 

through the intensive margin. Here a similar contraction in the 2009 figures can be seen, with the impact 
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Table 2: Decomposition of Export Growth at the Firm Level, 2002-2012 

 
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Firm Entry 2.3 2.1 2.4 1.8 1.8 4.4 2.7 1.1 2.0 1.6 1.8 
Firm Exit -1.5 -4.7 -1.2 -2.6 -1.7 -0.8 -1.4 -1.7 -1.4 -1.2 -1.3 
Net Firm 0.9 -2.6 1.2 -0.8 0.1 3.6 1.3 -0.6 0.6 0.4 0.5 
Country Entry 6.4 7.0 7.0 7.6 5.5 8.2 9.7 3.6 7.9 5.9 3.3 
Country Exit -7.3 -5.6 -4.5 -7.1 -4.8 -5.4 -5.2 -7.0 -5.1 -4.5 -4.2 
Net Country -0.9 1.4 2.4 0.5 0.7 2.9 4.4 -3.5 2.8 1.4 -0.9 
Product Entry 10.0 12.9 10.0 8.4 9.4 10.3 10.0 4.2 10.7 8.6 6.0 
Product Exit -8.0 -9.3 -7.1 -9.1 -6.9 -10.3 -7.5 -7.5 -7.3 -5.7 -7.1 
Net Product 2.0 3.6 2.9 -0.7 2.5 0.0 2.5 -3.3 3.4 2.9 -1.0 
Net Extensive 1.9 2.3 6.5 -1.0 3.4 6.5 8.3 -7.4 6.8 4.7 -1.4 
Intensive Positive 20.8 42.5 40.0 38.2 29.6 30.2 32.9 12.1 59.8 31.1 14.1 
Intensive Negative -30.7 -16.9 -19.9 -20.5 -20.7 -16.6 -21.0 -42.9 -15.6 -16.0 -29.2 
Net Intensive -9.9 25.6 20.1 17.7 8.9 13.6 11.9 -30.8 44.2 15.1 -15.1 
Total -8.0 27.9 26.6 16.7 12.3 20.1 20.1 -38.1 51.0 19.8 -16.5 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on firm-level data from EDD 

 

The next aspect we consider is whether or not this contraction differed by destination. The results show that 

it did, the response at the intensive margin was the largest for the ‘old growth pole’ of North America and 

Europe and smallest for the rest of the world (ROW), although the extensive margin was largest for ROW 

due to exit from countries. Overall, the total effect to Africa was the lowest. 

 

Table 3: Destinations 

Regions Old Growth Pole Africa Rest of the World 

Periods 
Over

all 
Pre-

Crisis Crisis Post-
Crisis 

Over
all 

Pre-
Crisis Crisis Post-

Crisis 
Over

all 
Pre-

Crisis Crisis Post-
Crisis 

Firm Entry 1.8 2.3 0.6 1.3 5.7 6.3 4.0 4.8 4.7 5.7 2.1 3.0 

Firm Exit -2.5 -2.8 -2.2 -1.8 -3.7 -3.9 -4.0 -3.2 -3.1 -3.5 -3.1 -2.4 

Net Firm -0.6 -0.6 -1.6 -0.5 2.0 2.4 0.0 1.6 1.5 2.3 -1.0 0.6 
Country 
Entry 3.1 3.7 1.2 2.4 9.6 10.6 7.2 7.8 9.2 10.7 4.7 7.2 

Country Exit -2.8 -3.0 -3.1 -2.3 -6.5 -6.7 -7.4 -6.0 -7.8 -8.7 -10.6 -4.9 
Net 
Country 0.3 0.7 -2.0 0.0 3.0 3.9 -0.2 1.9 1.4 2.1 -5.9 2.3 

Product 
Entry 5.7 6.5 1.4 5.1 20.7 22.4 14.2 19.1 9.1 10.3 4.5 7.8 

Product Exit -4.6 -5.2 -4.6 -3.2 -18.2 -18.6 -16.4 -17.9 -7.7 -8.5 -8.5 -5.7 

Net Product 1.1 1.3 -3.2 1.9 2.5 3.8 -2.2 1.2 1.4 1.8 -4.1 2.1 
Net 
Extensive 0.7 1.5 -6.7 1.5 7.5 10.1 -2.4 4.7 4.3 6.1 -11.0 5.0 

Intensive 
Positive 29.8 31.5 5.1 34.0 30.8 32.2 18.6 31.8 35.7 37.2 19.9 37.5 

Intensive 
Negative -21.3 -18.2 -47.2 -19.7 -28.2 -29.3 -34.5 -23.5 -21.1 -19.7 -38.8 -18.6 
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Net 
Intensive 8.5 13.3 -42.1 14.2 2.6 2.8 -15.9 8.2 14.6 17.5 -18.9 18.9 

Total 9.2 14.7 -48.9 15.7 10.1 13.0 -18.4 12.9 18.8 23.6 -29.9 24.0 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on firm-level data from EDD 

 

Apart from the destinations, we also consider where the effects of the crisis differed by the type of products. 

Differences in the intensive margin are marginal between minerals and non-minerals and overall differences 

are driven by decline in the extensive margin amongst products. 

 

Table 4: Minerals vs. non-minerals 

Regions Minerals Non-Minerals 

Periods Overall Pre-
Crisis Crisis Post-

Crisis Overall Pre-
Crisis Crisis Post-

Crisis 
Firm Entry 2.6 3.2 0.9 1.5 2.6 2.9 1.6 2.3 
Firm Exit -2.2 -2.9 -0.7 -1.1 -2.1 -2.1 -2.5 -1.9 

Net Firm 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.5 0.8 -0.9 0.4 
Country 
Entry 6.1 6.7 3.0 5.9 7.7 8.7 4.3 6.6 

Country Exit -5.1 -5.2 -7.9 -4.0 -6.6 -6.7 -8.2 -5.8 

Net Country 1.0 1.5 -4.9 1.9 1.1 2.0 -3.9 0.7 
Product 
Entry 4.3 4.5 1.1 4.9 10.7 11.6 5.6 10.2 

Product Exit -2.8 -3.3 -1.6 -2.1 -9.6 -9.8 -9.5 -9.2 

Net Product 1.5 1.2 -0.5 2.8 1.1 1.8 -3.9 1.0 
Net 
Extensive 2.8 3.0 -5.2 5.1 2.7 4.6 -8.8 2.1 

Intensive 
Positive 33.6 34.9 14.7 36.9 30.6 32.3 10.3 33.5 

Intensive 
Negative -20.2 -18.3 -43.5 -17.1 -23.6 -21.7 -42.1 -22.0 

Net 
Intensive 13.4 16.7 -28.8 19.8 7.0 10.6 -31.8 11.5 

Total 16.2 19.7 -34.0 24.9 9.7 15.2 -40.6 13.7 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on firm-level data from EDD 

 

As mentioned above, South Africa’s exports are mainly driven by a group of ‘super-exporters’. The next table 

(table 5) indicates the response to the global financial crisis across the export distribution (this includes only 

manufacturing ISIC (Rev. 3) Divisions 15-37)). The relative contraction was largest amongst these super-

exporters (the top 1%) – from 2008 to 2009 their contribution to total export value fell from 81 to 75% but 

the contribution of the bottom 80% remained constant (1.5 to 2.3%). However, these super-exporters also 

adjusted relatively rapidly back (by 2011 they were back to 2008 levels).  
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Table 5: Contribution to total exports by top firms 

Year 
Value 
(US$ 

million) 

Share in total exports by top firms 

Top 1% Top 5% Top 10% Top 20% 

2001 21 960.0 76.8 90.7 95.2 98.1 

2002 19 542.6 72.1 88.9 94.1 97.6 

2003 24 889.1 74.3 89.9 94.6 97.8 

2004 32 774.6 76.8 91.3 95.5 98.2 

2005 37 038.6 76.8 91.1 95.4 98.1 

2006 42 043.0 78.6 91.8 95.7 98.3 

2007 48 337.6 80.4 92.7 96.2 98.5 

2008 57 099.5 80.9 92.9 96.2 98.5 

2009 34 073.9 75.4 89.8 94.5 97.7 

2010 49 885.1 79.7 92.0 95.7 98.3 

2011 55 985.4 79.0 92.0 95.7 98.3 

2012 44 488.5 76.7 91.1 95.3 98.1 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on firm-level data from EDD 

 

Table 6 provides detailed information on changes in the intensive and extensive margins in terms of export 

distribution. Again, it is evident that the top 1% of exporters were affected the most by the crisis, overall 

their export growth decreased by 41.8%. Decreases in growth along their intensive and extensive margins 

were -32.8% and -9.0% respectively. The top 2 to 20% group’s growth contracted only slightly more along 

the intensive margin, while the rest of the exporters’ growth contracted more along the extensive margin 

(specifically in terms of products). 

 

Table 6: Export distribution in terms of the intensive and extensive margins 

 Top 1% Top 2% to 20% Rest 80% 

Periods Over-
all 

Pre-
Crisis Crisis Post-

Crisis 
Over-

all 
Pre-

Crisis Crisis Post-
Crisis 

Over-
all 

Pre-
Crisis Crisis Post-

Crisis 
Firm Entry 7.0 8.2 3.1 5.5 18.2 19.5 13.1 17.0 37.2 39.7 31.4 33.3 

Firm Exit -6.1 -6.9 -6.6 -4.2 -16.9 -17.2 -19.6 -15.3 -32.4 -32.7 -32.1 -31.6 

Net Firm 0.9 1.4 -3.5 1.3 1.4 2.3 -6.5 1.7 4.8 7.0 -0.7 1.7 
Country 
Entry 3.5 3.9 1.9 3.1 8.6 9.2 6.0 8.2 19.8 20.7 15.9 19.1 

Country 
Exit -3.0 -3.0 -4.9 -2.5 -6.8 -6.8 -7.4 -6.6 -17.7 -17.7 -18.2 -17.4 

Net 
Country 0.5 0.9 -3.0 0.6 1.8 2.4 -1.4 1.6 2.1 2.9 -2.2 1.7 

Product 
Entry 5.6 6.1 2.1 5.4 14.2 15.0 9.1 14.0 21.8 22.6 18.2 21.2 

Product 
Exit -4.2 -4.5 -4.6 -3.4 -12.7 -12.7 -12.2 -12.6 -21.5 -21.3 -21.8 -21.8 
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Net 
Product 1.3 1.6 -2.6 2.0 1.6 2.3 -3.1 1.3 0.3 1.2 -3.6 -0.6 

Net 
Extensive 2.7 3.8 -9.0 4.0 4.7 7.0 -11.1 4.6 7.2 11.1 -6.6 2.8 

Intensive 
Positive 30.7 31.9 10.4 34.5 25.6 26.7 13.1 27.2 11.2 11.5 8.7 11.3 

Intensive 
Negative -20.5 -18.4 -43.2 -17.9 -20.1 -19.2 -27.4 -19.8 -10.4 -10.1 -11.4 -10.7 

Net 
Intensive 10.1 13.5 -32.8 16.6 5.4 7.4 -14.3 7.4 0.8 1.4 -2.7 0.6 

Total 12.8 17.3 -41.8 20.5 10.2 14.4 -25.4 12.0 8.1 12.5 -9.3 3.3 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on firm-level data from EDD 

 

Finally, in order to complete our understanding of South Africa’s trade margins, we use firm-level data which 

covers both exporters and non-exporters. Unfortunately the data available does not cover the crisis, but we 

can make some inferences about expansion at the intensive and extensive margin prior to the crisis. The 

results seem to be consistent with what we know from other sources. Larger more productive firms are 

more likely to become exporters, and although smaller firms are more likely to exit there is no clear 

relationship between productivity and exit. Not much is correlated with expansion or contraction on the 

intensive margin except the proportion of output exported last time, which is what we would anticipate – 

firms exporting a smaller proportion of output have more room to expand (since they can both switch sales 

from the domestic to export market and increase exports by expanding operations in general). 

 

Table 7: Firm-level analysis 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES Export entry Export exit Δ(ln real exports) | exportingt-1 & exportingt 
Ln(employment)t 0.0616*** 0.0581** -0.219 
 (0.0222) (0.0276) (0.154) 
Ln(output per worker)t 0.0565* -0.0555 -0.356 
 (0.0330) (0.0479) (0.270) 
Percentage of output exportedt-1   -0.633* 
   (0.374) 
Observations 298 191 140 
R-squared 0.066 0.104 0.098 
All regressions are OLS and control for industries (at the two digit level) as well as capital and raw materials per worker 
in the previous period 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Source: Authors’ calculations using the Large Sample Survey (LSS) 

 

5.2 Is this just a South African story? 

 

South Africa is similar to other emerging markets that are particularly affected by global financial volatility. 

The export responses we document here may be common to other similar countries too. The question we 
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ask next is whether this vulnerability, and export responses, to the global financial crisis was just a South 

African phenomenon? The answer is no. Table 8 shows how exports in other similar countries (Chile, 

Colombia, and Turkey) responded. Two aspects particularly stand out. The first is that South Africa’s export 

distribution looks almost identical to Chile, a country which is similar to South Africa in many other ways. The 

second is that across all these comparison countries (with the exception of Colombia) the total export value 

decreased significantly between 2008 and 2009. In South Africa in particular, it fell by 27 billion US$ for 

South Africa and more than 23 billion of this was due to the fall amongst the top 1%. The decrease in total 

export value in Chile amounted 18 174 billion US$ with a fall of 16 928 billion in the export value of the top 

1%. These results suggest that countries of similar per-capita incomes and which share similar characteristics 

responded in similar ways to the global financial crisis. 

 

Table 8: Comparison with similar countries 

 
Top 1% Total export value Export value - top 1% 

 

Chil
e 

Colom
-bia Turkey South 

Africa Chile Colom-
bia Turkey South 

Africa Chile Colombia Turkey South 
Africa 

2001 
   

0.78 
   

24 800 
   

19 344 

2002 
  

0.58 0.73 
  

32 864 22 653 
  

19 104 16 600 

2003 0.67 
 

0.58 0.75 19 024 
 

43 556 29 292 12 777 
 

25 398 21 894 

2004 0.74 
 

0.61 0.76 29 614 
 

58 553 37 097 22 041 
 

35 625 28 194 

2005 0.77 
 

0.59 0.76 36 820 
 

66 931 42 823 28 448 
 

39 783 32 512 

2006 0.81 
 

0.59 0.78 53 544 
 

77 967 48 292 43 542 
 

45 809 37 583 

2007 0.83 0.55 0.59 0.79 63 400 18 469 98 063 57 916 52 465 10 141 57 387 45 813 

2008 0.81 0.50 0.60 0.79 65 805 19 772 120 135 70 181 52 985 9 846 72 040 55 790 

2009 0.76 0.52 0.56 0.75 47 631 16 681 95 002 43 140 36 057 8 640 53 240 32 164 

2010 
  

0.55 
   

105 801 
   

57 950 
 Source: Authors’ calculation based on firm-level data from EDD 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

South Africa is a small, open economy that is susceptible to exogenous shocks, such as the global financial 

crisis. Apart from being vulnerable to global events, the domestic economy is fragile, and faces many 

macroeconomic and microeconomic challenges. The government recently launched a National Development 

Strategy to address these challenges and one of the key drivers of the envisaged economic growth is export 

growth. However, recently South Africa’s export growth has been lacklustre - the small pool of super-

exporters which contribute the bulk of exports is stagnating, large numbers of smaller firms only export on 

an occasional basis and the majority of exporters export less than 20% of their output. It also seems as if 

South Africa is not diversifying, the majority of South African export growth is due to growth in the intensive 
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margin – the exporting of existing products to existing markets, despite government’s previous efforts to 

encourage export diversification.   

 

If the government is to design policies to increase the growth of exports in line with the NDP’s vision, it 

needs to know more about the behaviour of exports at a micro-level. This paper provides a more nuanced 

view of South African export behaviour at a micro level using three types of data. Our focus is on South 

Africa’s export behaviour during the global financial crisis and how the latter affected the country’s trade 

margins. 

 

Our results suggest that during the global financial crisis South Africa’s trade margins responded through a 

contraction in the intensive margin. It seems like this differed by destination, as the response at the 

intensive margin was largest for the ‘old growth pole’ and smallest for the ROW, although the extensive 

margin was largest for ROW due to exit from countries. Overall, the total effect to Africa was the lowest. In 

terms of products, differences in the intensive margin are marginal between minerals and non-minerals and 

overall differences are driven by decline in the extensive margin amongst products. The response across the 

export distribution show that the relative contraction was largest amongst the super-exporters (the top 1%) 

– from 2008 to 2009 their contribution to total export value fell from 81 to 75% but the contribution of the 

bottom 80% remained constant (1.5 to 2.3%). However, these super-exporters also adjusted back relatively 

rapidly (by 2011 they were back to 2008 levels). When comparing South Africa to similar economies, it is 

evident South Africa’s vulnerability is not different when considering the influence external shocks.  

 

Improving South Africa’s competitiveness, export growth and ultimately its ‘resilience’ to global events or 

occurrences, the country needs more firms like those large productive super-exporters which although are 

affected by exogenous shock can rapidly bounce back by expanding exports at the intensive margin. This 

implies that export promotion policy makers need to focus on a more diverse group of existing exporters and 

tackling the business environment to make it easier for them to grow.  
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