
Start-ups in Africa? They exist! 
Start-ups in Africa and their distribution by city, 2016 (Countries with > 50 start-ups)
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Can start-ups drive 
economic 
transformation 
in Africa?
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Africa suffers from a severe connectivity gap, 
critical to firms’ participation in the digital 
economy. The continent is characterised by 
low Internet penetration, as only 33.8% of the 
population uses the Internet, compared to 
an OECD average of 78.6%. Broadband 
speed in Africa is the lowest in the world, and 
most countries average less than 10 
megabytes (Mbps) per second, compared 
to 55.13 for Singapore. Loading a 7.5 
gigabytes high definition movie in Congo 
(0.72 Mbps) takes 23.3 hours, as opposed to 
20 minutes in Singapore (According to 
Cable). 

Entrepreneurs need services, infrastructure, 
public-private partnerships, knowledge 
sharing platforms and appropriate training. 

Official databases on start-ups in Africa do 
not exist, yet measuring start-up dynamics is 
necessary to inform policies across the 
continent. 

In Africa, start-ups face a large funding gap, 
and interest rates are very high, reaching 
25-30% in some countries, including Ghana.

Start-ups could transform and 
make the agro-business in 
Africa more productive,
inclusive and green. Africa’s 
food and beverage market, 
currently valued at USD 313 
billion, is projected to triple 
and reach a value of over 
USD 1 trillion by 2030.  

Mobile phone technology is 
rapidly spreading throughout 
the continent, with over 76% of 
Africans having a mobile 
phone subscription in 2015, a 
5 point increase from the 
previous year. This can facilitate 
the development of the mobile 
banking, health and education 
sectors. Access to M-PESA, a 
mobile banking service, lifted 2% 
of Kenyan households out of 
poverty between 2008 and 2014.

Africa’s diaspora represents       an 
estimated 200 million individuals, and 
contributed USD 33 billion in remittances to 
the continent in 2016. This diaspora can open 
opportunities for start-ups and business 
development by mobilising contacts, skills and 
experience. 

OPPORTUNITIES CHALLENGES

AFRICA’S:



Lessons Learned 

Start-ups do not flourish in a vacuum; they 
need markets, institutions and networks to 
emerge and expand.

African start-ups can offer innovative 
solutions to emerging problems.

African start-ups can disrupt existing 
business models and compete in global 
markets. 

What can governments do?

Closing the funding gap. Access to 
finance is a key factor in the 
creation, survival and expansion of 
start-ups. 

Connecting ideas, finance and 
businesses and providing services. 
Start-ups in Africa would benefit from 
greater co-operation with businesses 
and universities to overcome factor and 
skills shortages and attract the talents 
needed for their operation. 

Reforming legal frameworks. Regulatory measures need to recognise that start-ups are 
not traditional SMEs. Entrepreneurs in Africa are calling on governments to facilitate 
start-up creation and expansion and to simplify procedures for closing down failed 
start-ups.

Transforming mind-sets. Start-ups flourish in ecosystems that value their potential 
contributions to business and society and that accept business success as much as 
failure. 

The Cases of VC4Africa and 22onSloane
Entrepreneurs in Africa can be connected to the knowledge, 
networks and capital they need to succeed. 

Founded in 2007, VC4Africa is an online platform that gives start-ups visibility amongst 
providers of resources and opportunities and facilitates a two-way exchange. With over 
55 000 members globally, the network connects more than 8 500 early-stage companies 
across the continent, mainly located in Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa 
and Uganda. So far, 42% of the ventures have received external funding, with 29% of them 
subsequently raising over USD 50 000. 

Located in Johannesburg, South Africa, GENAfrica’s 22onSloane hub is the largest start-up 
campus in Africa. Opened in 2017, the campus offers start-ups and SMEs office space and 
services, including mentorship and coaching, access to advanced 
technologies, and technical support to scale from the initial idea all the way to 
commercialisation. Residents are exposed to funding opportunities and access to 
markets. This hub aims at nurturing the entrepreneurial mind-set, ensuring sustainability. It 
also explores the development of new industries, contributing to job creation in Africa. 



Policy mix to support start-ups

OECD (2016), Start-up Latin America 2016: Building an Innovative Future, 
Development Centre Studies, OECD Publishing, Paris 

FINANCE

SUPPORT SERVICES & 
BUSINESS TRAINING

SEED START-UP GROWTH EXPANSION

Seed capital

Business and financial training

Technology transfer offices/
university spin-offs

Legislation on opening and closing businesses and re-entrepreneurship

Tax incentives

Angel investors Venture capital 

Incubators Accelerators

Next-generation incubators/accelerators (e.g. coworking spaces)

Crowdfunding

Integrated programmes
(financing and services) 

REGULATORY 
FRAMEWORK

Programmes and activities to raise awareness about business culture

Mentoring networks 

Visas for entrepreneurs

Prizes and competitions

Activating demand through calls for challenges and public procurement for start-ups

PROMOTING A 
BUSINESS CULTURE

DEMAND-ORIENTED 
SUPPORT & MARKET 

CREATION

Facilitating access to
commercial loans




