INTRODUCTION
Africa Business Day 2020, organized by the Swiss-African Business Circle, took place on 23rd October. Due to
global-wide restrictions around the COVID-19 pandemic, the event was held completely online. Roche hosted
the event under the patronage of the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO).
This year, Africa Business Day focused on Emerging Business Models examining the changing nature of
how companies create, distribute, and capture value for stakeholders. Some of the questions addressed at the
event included:
•

What new and innovative business models are on the horizon?

•

How will multi-dimensional expectations from stakeholders beyond pure shareholder interest influence
and shape business models going forward?

•

How do companies approach business model innovation?

•

In what ways do established companies work with disruptive startups in Africa?

OVERVIEW
Companies continually need to re-invent existing business models and create new ones to keep up
with ever-evolving trends in technology and digitalization, customer preferences and needs,
regulation and social developments. The current COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the need for thinking
out of the box and providing solutions to the limitations imposed by the pandemic. Companies need to
navigate changes in environment (e.g. environmental concerns, shifting demographics in populations)
by both constantly assessing existing business models but also investing resources in rigorously
exploring and testing new business models. In the process of adapting and testing business models,
tailored and appropriate models need to be developed and applied to ensure sustainable growth and
value creation. In African markets, context cannot be overemphasized, with the scaling of business models
as well as inclusion of the bottom of the pyramid being key considerations in developing successful business
models.

“Business has to be able to demonstrate its value to society based on four different
capitals: human capital, social capital, natural capital, and financial capital. If you are only
focused on financial capital, you are not managing a business that will steer the course.
Thinking sustainably is not putting another constraint on the business, it is helping it.”
André Hoffmann
Vice Chairman of the Board, Roche Holding Ltd

AFRICA BUSINESS DAY | THE ANNUAL PLATFORM FOR BUSINESS BETWEEN SWITZERLAND AND AFRICA

1

BUSINESS MODEL INNOVATION

Speakers illustrated how their companies adapt and optimize their business models, as well as introduce portfolio
funnels to ensure the introduction of new and relevant innovations into their product and service offerings. A key
theme throughout the day was that to continue meeting market challenges, there is a need to shift from a managerial
mindset that dominates established businesses to a more entrepreneurial and agile mindset focused on new
opportunities. The innovation continuum between ‘Exploring’ versus ‘Exploiting’ was also introduced, providing a
framework showing to which extent companies are willing to move from low risk, adaptive strategies to high risk,
explorative ones.

HIGH UNCERTAINTY

Entrepreneurial Mindset

LOW UNCERTAINTY

INNOVATION
CULTURE

New and bold initiatives, invest in
several projects to identify the best
ones through a portfolio funnel

APPROACH

Ideate and invest in outside ventures

BUSINESS MODEL
INNOVATION STRATEGY

Managerial Mindset

Managing existing portfolios

Bring in new business models through
acquisitions and mergers, as well as
improve existing business models
Source: Alex Osterwalder

“There is no such thing as the right, most successful business model. What you need to be
able to do is find the right business model for the right context with the right innovation to
create, deliver and capture value. That is what business model innovation is all about.”
Alex Osterwalder
Inventor of the Business Model Canvas, bestselling author, #4 Thinkers 50 and
Founder of Strategyzer.com
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TESTING & ADAPTING BUSINESS MODELS
An innovation culture within a company is essential to creating an environment where ideas can be tested and adapted.
Business leaders must champion innovation within their organization and it should be prioritized in the company
strategy. To successfully test and adapt business models, companies need to:
Invest resources on innovation:

Creating accelerator programs with teams of innovators and investing in the exploration of several projects
reduces the risk of large failures.
Grow a coalition of the willing:

To create an innovation-conducive environment, it is fundamental to win the buy-in and trust from relevant internal
stakeholders. To streamline and fast-track internal processes for innovation projects, creating a hype around
them, and creating incentives for participation can help innovation projects gain traction in established businesses.
Invest in several projects:

72% of all new business ideas fail. It is important that company culture understands small failures as part of the
innovation process. Investing in a large number of projects in a strategic and staggered manner, allows for new and
winning business models to emerge through the portfolio funnel.
Allow for the cross-fertilization of ideas:

Particularly within established companies where staff regularly take up assignments in different regions, there is
an opportunity for new ideas to be applied in different contexts in varying ways.
“There are specific issues and
challenges in African countries
that need to be addressed, and
one of these is funding. We
have some good examples of
how we worked with health
authorities across Africa to co-create
approaches to sustainable funding, so
that patients can get access to medicines,
services and diagnostics they need on
a sustained basis.”
Padraic Ward
Head of Pharma International, Roche

“Successful business models are
going to come to those people
that seek to provide solutions to
problems.”
Emilia Chisango
Finance Director,
Cassava Smartech Zimbabwe Ltd. (part
of the Econet Group)
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WORKING WITH STARTUPS TO BUILD AN INNOVATION PORTFOLIO
Speakers emphasized that working with startups and entrepreneurs, challenges pre-existing assumptions and
bias around doing business within established companies. Involving other players in the innovation process can
make it more agile and generate new business models. For instance, startups may offer different perspectives
on problems which provide solutions to larger, more established companies. In addition, re-imagining
internal processes within large companies to match the agility of entrepreneurs and startups also helps them to
gain agility in business model innovation. In testing business models with startups, explicit value needs to be
created for all sides including the established company, startup, and customers.

“What drives productivity within an economy is the application of technical efficiency.
There is evidence that this is happening in African countries where the startup ecosystem has
been coming up with new ways to introduce technology across different sectors.”
Bosun Tijani
CEO and Co-Founder, Co-Creation Hub (Nigeria)

CASE STUDY

LafargeHolcim
believes
in
the
power
of
collaborating
with
startups, not only in Africa but
worldwide.
Annually more than
USD250 billion is invested in startups
for innovation – many times more
than our annual R&D budget. We
are convinced that many solutions
developed by startups are applicable
to LafargeHolcim as well.
We seek collaboration to solve real
problems in the area of manufacturing,
logistics, marketing and fintech. We
can leverage our extended footprint
to replicate successful solutions.
We
actively
reach
out
to
startups
proposing a pragmatic
collaboration to test solutions directly
in our operations. And we welcome
of course startups reaching out to us.
As an example, we have recently
implemented in Zambia the AfriDelivery
and tigmoo solutions for last-mile
delivery.
The set-up was agreed within a few months and testing started shortly after. We always use an iterative approach to
ensure we start quickly and adapt as we gain experience from real-life testing. Using AfriDelivery’s and
tigmoo’s experience, we now have a refreshing new approach to last-mile delivery.
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TIPS FOR WORKING WITH STARTUPS IN THE AFRICAN CONTEXT
See startups as business partners:

Rather than invest in startups, companies should be seen as partners in developing solutions to specific problems.
It is important to find the right model for collaboration.
Identify criteria for collaboration:

Understand the problem that you would like to solve and then select the criteria for collaborating with startups.
Companies may focus on specific industries, regions or maturity of the startup as criteria for partnership with startups,
among others.
Design a standardized process for collaborating with startups:

Within established companies, fast-track and flexible processes that accommodate startups need to be introduced to
allow for the quick implementation of new ideas.
Implement local solutions:

Local startups offer new perspectives on problems and think about them differently. It is important to think about the
ways in which this can be leveraged. It may even be necessary to create separate business entities as a vehicle for the
innovation or enter into novel partnership arrangements.
Approach new ventures collaborations in stages or seasons:

This allows for significant learning in the early stages to work toward value creation in later stages. Innovation involves
the long gain.

"We are building the ecosystem
together with startups and
entrepreneurs who, by nature are
smaller and more dynamic. They
also add a novel perspective on
the understanding of the system
problem that we are trying to
solve."
Rey Buckman
Impact Venture &
#Africa4Future Lead,
Airbus

“We have standardized our flow for working with startups. This is to make sure that if we see an idea and we
really want to test it - we can start quickly - because that is the most important part.”
Arnoud Volker
Digital Transformation Lead MEA and APAC, LafargeHolcim
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CASE STUDY

From co-creation to co-implementation with stakeholders:
Improving cancer care in Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)
Constantly innovating our products means that we need to innovate our business models too. A strong example of how
this can be done was demonstrated by a case study from Roche which highlighted the successful approach of forming
new partnerships with external stakeholders and co-creating solutions with them that ultimately led to
overcoming seemingly insurmountable barriers.
The challenge both sides were facing was that in a country like DRC with a growing population of 85 million people,
the annual healthcare budget allocated on average just 5$ per person. This meant barely any opportunities to fund
treatment for disease areas like cancer.
By proposing a new way to provide cancer care to the patients in Congo, Roche together with stakeholders across
the healthcare ecosystem, including the ministry of health, created a solution tailored to the specific needs
and circumstances of the country to ensure better healthcare funding. Parts of this outcome include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Launch of the first radiotherapy center
A signed partnership agreement with secured budget
Opening of a new Roche office in Kinshasa
Goal for 2021: ensuring proper access to diagnostics and cancer treatment

Roche representatives meet with health authorities in DRC to celebrate the signing
of their partnership agreement.
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TRANSCENDING INDUSTRY BOUNDARIES
Industry boundaries can be transcended in two ways: Firstly, companies break out of their sector by developing
products and services that go beyond their specific sector; secondly, companies work across industry boundaries to
solve existing problems or develop new products and services. Some key observations around this during the day
include:
•
•

•
•
•
•

The phenomenon of transcending industry boundaries is just starting to manifest on the African continent whereas
in other emerging markets (e.g. in Asian markets), it is already a major driver of growth and innovation.
Data and technology are important driving factors for cross sectoral collaboration. Not only does the need for
the adoption of new technology in business processes foster collaboration with companies in the digital space,
but it also provides a platform for cooperation amongst different actors.
Alliances can be built with the public sector, companies in other industries and even competitors to build
‘ecosystems’ that focus on solving existing problems.
Working with companies active in different sectors facilitates exposure to different technologies, expertise, or services.
Collaboration across industry boundaries can organically grow as new players enter ecosystems.
The platform economy provides opportunities for building ecosystems quickly and developing
cross-sectoral products and solutions.

“We never refer
to our customers as
clients, we talk about
them as partners.
Governments are open to
interesting discussions
around new solutions to
address illicit trade.”
Bénédict Sapin

Business Development
Director MSS Africa SICPA
SA

“Infrastructure challenges can be an opportunity for collaboration with other companies,
industries, Government and NGOs.”
Mauricio Alarcón
CEO Central & West Africa, Nestlé

AFRICA BUSINESS DAY | THE ANNUAL PLATFORM FOR BUSINESS BETWEEN SWITZERLAND AND AFRICA

2

BUILDING RESILIENT BUSINESS MODELS
FOR AFRICAN MARKETS

During the Africa Business Day, speakers highlighted that innovation needs to be context specific. With respect to
African markets, one-size does not fit all in terms of business model and so companies need to develop tailored
solutions according the needs and demand in specific countries. Scale is an important consideration in African markets,
as this is specifically linked to the inclusion of the bottom of the pyramid and informal sector in business models
(a classic example being packaging products in smaller quantities but on a larger scale).

SELECTED DRIVERS OF BUSINESS MODEL INNOVATION ON
THE AFRICAN CONTINENT
There is real potential to increase productivity, create sustainable jobs and shareholder value by seeing opportunities
in challenges. There are several challenges in doing business on the African continent including, the
infrastructure gap, energy gap/pricing, low manufacturing capacity, low teledensity, and water crises. To build
robust and innovative business models, challenges should be considered as existing problems for which solutions
need to be found. In other words, how can gaps in service delivery be closed? Some selected business drivers on the
African continent identified during the presentations include:
•
•
•
•

Connectivity
Inclusion of previously excluded social groups
Food security and food value
Technological changes

DEVELOPING A CONTEXT-APPROPRIATE BUSINESS MODEL
Context is everything in business model innovation. Speakers offered some advice for innovating in the African context
including:
Explore opportunities off the beaten path:
Prospect countries that have received less attention but show potential. This is often where real future opportunities
exist.
Offer solutions to local problems:
The ideation process should be motivated by a specific problem in the area being served. Do not start with a solution
or narrow down solutions down prematurely. Open inquiry will lead to the generation of the right business model and
help identify partners.
Re-imagine existing networks and platforms:
‘Copy and paste’ solutions developed elsewhere into the African context will help to build robust businesses. However,
existing business models can serve as inspiration in reimagining existing networks and platforms as a conduit
for new potential products.
Innovation projects take time:
Some partners may not have a high level of technical domain knowledge or technical skills. In some areas, there is
a need to create an ecosystem together with partners for business models to succeed.
Global or regional issues can accelerate innovation:
The global COVID-19 pandemic has forced companies to change the way in which they operate (e.g. collaboration
between teams, client relationships, and managing supply chains as government responses to the crisis rapidly
changed business operating environments globally.
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"We have learned that we are all able to work apart from each other, remotely and
digitally, and have as much, if not more, of an impact for patients as when we are working in
an office. What it has allowed us to do is to connect with our broader global and external networks
in new and better ways than we were doing in the past."
David Gibbons
Country Manager, Roche Pharmaceuticals South Africa

FOSTERING TALENT FOR INNOVATION
Skills training was a recurring theme throughout the day and the following points were made by speakers:
•
•

•

Innovation requires experience and specialization. More needs to be done to sharpen the profile of ‘Innovators’
within companies as they need a different set of skills to ‘Managers’.
In technical domains, innovation requires specialist skills. A key question raised by speakers was whether the
right level of skills exist in the African context. While some presentations highlighted that highly specialized
technical skills do exist in the African countries, more needs to be done to promote the skills that companies need
to foster innovation and scale business solutions.
Disruptors have moved into the space of skills training and startups are filling the technical skills gap in African
countries by rolling out innovative training programs locally.

“If you remain in a very simple transactional mode, without innovating in digitalization,
you won’t bring solutions to the market and others will.”
Hervé Perron
Regional Commercial & Marketing Director – Southern Africa
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CONCLUSION

The key thread throughout the day was that business model innovation should not be considered as a process
where ready-made business model templates are applied to a specific problem. Instead, it should be a creative and
iterative process which examines the maximum number of projects possible through a portfolio funnel to identify the
best ideas. This mindset shift requires an innovation culture within an organization that prioritizes business model
innovation and allows for small failures to accelerate learning. A major game changer for the African
continent will be the increasing emergence of products and services that transcend industry boundaries to solve
local problems.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BUSINESS MODEL INNOVATION
IN THE AFRICAN CONTEXT
•
•
•

•
•

Identify areas for business model innovation by identifying existing gaps and problems in a particular
context and finding solutions.
Assess what technical and specialist skills are required within your organization to build innovation capacity.
Be open and flexible to working with other companies/organizations across industry boundaries.
Solving a particular problem may require a broader approach or building an ecosystem that supports
the delivery of a specific product or service.
Bring disruption into your company or organization by collaborating with local startups and entrepreneurs.
They will provide different perspectives on identifying and tackling existing problems.
Opportunities for the long-term can be found in areas where other players are not yet present. It is
worth investing time in exploring areas that are ‘off the beaten track’.
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