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The Challenge of Technological Capability Imbalance: Strategic Perspectives for Emerging Economies
Emerging economies must manage their development in the context of a world economy that, as pointed in the Global Competitiveness Report (2018), is evolving in the midst of rapid technological change, uneven distribution of the benefits of economic progress, generational divides, rising income inequality in advanced economies, increasing environmental degradation, political polarization and a fragile economic recovery. Yet, there is optimism that technological advancement and the diffusion of critical technologies such as information and communication technologies can generate a wave of innovations that can lead to the development of new business models and drive longer-term growth. Yet, there are several multi-dimensional and interrelated challenges that can slow down the march towards sustainable prosperity. Addressing these challenges should thus be the core of a strategic development vision for the Asia-Pacific, especially the emerging economies in the region. One of the major challenges, among others, is reducing ‘technological capacity imbalance’ to promote innovative behaviour and fuller participation of national enterprises, especially small and medium enterprises, in economic activities so that they can integrate more effectively with global markets. 

The focus of this presentation will therefore be on four critical areas that emerging economies in the Asia-Pacific region need to address to reduce technological capacity imbalance. The first is ‘developing capacity for knowledge management’ since experience suggests that organizations that manage their knowledge assets effectively find it easier to upgrade their technological capabilities. The second is, ‘developing the capacity to green the supply chain’ since it is now accepted that to achieve high-performing value systems and sustainable competitive advantage (SCA), supply chain management (SCM) must necessarily incorporate both energy and environmental dimensions. Thirdly, ‘developing the capacity to innovate innovation’ becomes imperative in a setting where research and development (R&D) collaboration across borders has intensified and is likely to become the norm. Lastly, ‘developing the capacity to become a vital partner in an Industry 4.0 setting’ becomes important as ‘reshoring’ in technologically advanced high labour cost nations is returning jobs that had previously been exported to low labour cost developing and emerging economies. 

It is imperative that emerging economies address these four critical areas with a sense of urgency since the continued existence and deepening of technological capacity imbalance will only perpetuate technological backwardness and delay development. It also has the potential to create distrust between the technologically advanced nations and those less advanced. There are no easy solutions. Yet, the destinies of the ‘haves’ are intrinsically linked to the fates of the ‘have littles’ and the ‘have-nothing-at-alls.’ Innovative approaches thus need to be ‘imagineered’ and implemented collaboratively by governments, the private sector, and indeed the community, in emerging nations to correct this technology capability imbalance so that sustainable, long-term growth becomes feasible. 
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