
SCORING OWN-GOALS: THE INCREDIBLE COST OF 
BEING INCONSIDERATE
Economists often talk about “externalities” (the unintended costs or benefits of one person’s choices 
that spill over onto others). We usually think of carbon emissions or pollution. But South Africa (SA) 
has a more immediate example: The everyday cost of being inconsiderate. From the traffic light to 
the boardroom, inconsideration chips away at productivity, erodes trust, and imposes real economic 
losses.

Everyday inconsideration that everyone pays for
Most South Africans know the frustration of sitting at an intersection while one driver blocks the 
yellow box, preventing anyone else from moving. Or being trapped behind someone camped out in the 
fast lane, oblivious to the build-up behind them. These are small acts, yet multiplied across millions 
of daily commutes, they waste hours of productivity, burn unnecessary fuel, and raise stress levels. In 
Johannesburg alone, congestion is estimated to cost the economy billions each year. What feels like 
saving five minutes for one driver costs society millions of hours annually.

Skipping municipal bills is another form of inconsideration. A household that delays paying for 
utilities might save in the short term but Eskom and municipalities lose revenue for maintenance and 
upgrades. By 2024, unpaid municipal debt to Eskom exceeded R70 billion, growing by about 
R15 billion a year. Those arrears are not abstract; they weaken infrastructure investment, prolong load 
shedding, and, ultimately, raise costs for everyone.

The national scale of inconsideration
The same mindset filters upward. At Transnet, years of neglect, theft, and deferred maintenance 
led to port and rail bottlenecks so severe that coal exports in 2022 hit their lowest level since 1992. 
The Minerals Council estimates R30 billion was lost in export earnings that year alone. For miners, 
farmers, and manufacturers, the message was clear: One organisation’s inconsideration of its users 
ripples through the entire economy.

Water is the next crisis. Johannesburg’s rolling water cuts have closed businesses, disrupted 
hospitals, and forced companies to spend money on backup systems. The causes are not just 
technical failures but examples of inconsideration: Deferring repairs, ignoring conservation, or shifting 
responsibility. Until major projects like Lesotho Highlands Phase II come online, Gauteng will continue 
to pay a heavy price.

Even protests reflect this theme. The Western Cape taxi strike of 2023 cost the provincial economy 
an estimated R5 billion in just one week. Roads were blocked, workers could not get to their jobs, and 
violence damaged properties. The strike highlighted a deeper truth: When negotiations collapse into 
inconsiderate tactics, the economic bill is instant and massive.

The cost of crime and corruption
Infrastructure crime magnifies inconsideration into crisis. Cable theft alone costs Eskom more than 
R2 billion a year, with far larger knock-on losses as trains stall and factories shut down. For a few 
short-term profits, society absorbs billions in lost output and higher replacement costs.

At an institutional level, SA’s greylisting by the Financial Action Task Force in 2023 was a collective 
penalty for years of weak enforcement of financial crime rules. The result: Higher compliance costs, 
slower capital inflows, and reputational damage. Encouragingly, reforms since then have nearly 
completed all 22 corrective actions, showing that the economic rewards of acting considerately 
(taking global obligations seriously) are tangible.

A cultural shift with economic payoff
High-trust, considerate societies enjoy lower transaction costs, faster growth, and greater 
resilience. In SA, inconsideration is often justified as survival. But the long-term math does not 
lie: Inconsideration compounds into higher costs, slower growth, and missed opportunities. 
Consideration, by contrast, compounds like capital: It lowers friction, builds trust, and unlocks 
productivity.

SA has a choice. Every act of consideration (whether paying bills on time, respecting the fast lane, 
or securing public infrastructure) saves more than it costs. And when institutions adopt the same 
principle, from Eskom to Transnet to municipalities, the growth dividend could be enormous. The next 
time you are tempted to block an intersection or delay that payment, remember: Being inconsiderate 
is not free. It is one of the most expensive habits that a society cannot afford.
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